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Introduction
An ideal synthesis: Agrarianism & the utopian 
imagination in Australia, 1884-1900
On a hot afternoon by the Murray River in late 1894, twenty-two year old Elsie Birks sat 
with a volume of Ruskin on her knees. Around her were a number of her closest 
neighbours. To her left were Marion and Isobel Gilmour, two sisters also in their 
twenties, both dressed in tartan bloomers of their own design. To her right were their 
handsome brother Erskine and his friend L E Saunders, each with plough-handle blisters 
on their hands. Whenever they could find the dme, this group and three or four others 
came down to the riverside to read the work of Robert Browning, John Ruskin, Thomas 
Carlyle, or Henry Thoreau. Each took it in turns to read aloud, doing battle with the 
cicadas or the cockatoos in order to be heard. Less often, they would row upstream to 
Renmark to take in a concert or a lecture there, picnicking in the moonlight on a river 
beach before returning home.
The Birks and Gilmours had come to the Murray River as part of an agricultural 
cooperative known as ‘Murtho village settlement’ in mid—1894. Elsie’s father and 
stepmother, her uncle Walter and aunt Jemima, had sold their chemist and fancy-goods 
shops in order to come to Murtho. The idea, as Elsie confided to one of her friends, was 
to discover “a freer, less artificial mode of living”, to show that the social system could 
be ordered on different lines, and that “inherent good in human nature is not all a myth”. 
In the previous year, other members of the Birks clan, including Elsie’s brother Frank, 
had sailed with William Lane to form the New Australia in Paraguay.1 There were many 
similarities between Murtho and New Australia. Both communities were interested in 
radical agrarian politics — in abolishing traditional property rights and reclaiming a direct 
relationship between ‘the people’ and ‘the land’ — and in formal equality between the 
sexes.2 Unlike the New Australians, however, Murtho’s residents remained close to 
existing Australian civilisation. Instead of taking themselves to the wilds of South
1 Elsie Gilmour (nee Birks), ‘Memoirs 1894—1897’, and Elsie Birks to Blanch Vivian, 5 October 1894, in 
Elsie Birks Papers, Mortlock Library, D2681(L). On the Birks who sailed to Paraguay with Lane, see Gavin 
Souter, A Peculiar People: The Australians in Paraguay, Sydney University Press, Sydney, 1981, 133—34; the 
correspondence of George Napier Birks and Helen Birks in Helen Chartier Papers, Mortlock Library, 
PRG 263/1 and 2; and the correspondence of Frank Birks in John Napier Birks Papers, Mortlock Library, 
PRG 1343/1.
2 On similarities between New Australia and Murtho, see Voice, 4 May 1894.
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America, their community was only ever a row along the Murray from Renmark, the 
nearest town. They visited Renmark regularly to sample its cultural and social life, to 
collect their mail and buy newspapers, and to spread the gospel of ‘true democracy’ and 
agrarian reform.3
The prevailing view of agrarian idealists in late nineteenth-century Australia is that they 
represented the thinking and desires of British culture in an earlier age. Those who 
subscribed to agrarian beliefs in this period are most often assumed to have been 
anachronisms: people who looked to small-scale pre-industrial agriculture “about the 
same time English commentators were lamenting [its] ... disappearance from the English 
scene”.4 This thesis calls for a reconsideration of this view. In it, I look at agrarian radicals 
in the late nineteenth century: a community' of reformers opposed to traditional property 
rights, largely comprising land nationalisers and single taxers. Murtho’s members were a 
small unrepresentative sample of this community. Whilst they were inspired by the 
utopian fervour of Murtho’s inhabitants, most agrarian radicals did not share their 
interest in small-scale agriculture. Nor were they opposed to mechanised innovation or 
industrial enterprise. What they sought instead was a society in which one could find the 
marriage of city and country, the twin pursuit of agriculture and industry, a synthesis of 
Old and New World influences. What these people wanted was indeed an ideal synthesis of 
many of the perceived dualisms of their day. As such, they looked not to Murtho but to 
glamorised versions of Renmark or the neighbouring town of Mildura as their model for 
the ideal Australia.
Both irrigation centres on the Murray River formed by North American entrepreneurs at 
the very end of the 1880s, Mildura and Renmark were widely vaunted within colonial 
society as desirable environments. For some, they were places to enjoy a pleasant break 
from the city. For others, they offered the opportunity to live amongst respectable 
horticulturalists in a garden setting. For others again, they provided a chance to ‘get rich 
quick’ through land investment and development.5 Agrarian radicals brought more
3 Gilmour, ‘Memoirs’, and Elsie Birks to Blanch Vivian, 24 June 1895, 18 October 1895, Elsie Birks 
Papers.
4 Marilyn Lake, The Limits of Hope: Soldier Settlement in Victoria 1915—1938, Oxford University Press, 
Melbourne, 1987, 12.
5 A R E Burton, Mildura, The True Australia Felix: How to Get Rich in Victoria, Spectator Publishing, 
Melbourne, 1892; cf Ian Tyrrell’s discussion o f the bourgeois garden landscape idealised by a range of 
reformers in Victoria and California at the turn o f the twentieth century', including references to Mildura. 
He numbers George’s followers in California amongst these reformers. My discussion in this thesis 
distinguishes Australian Georgists from these observations, arguing that their ideal landscape cannot be
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subversive, socially transformative desires to their imagination of the irrigation towns. It 
was possible, they thought, that Renmark and Mildura might become the ideal lived 
environment: a kind of ‘urbe in rus \ or provincial centre combining the advantages of city 
and country. This environment would be one in which many of the inhabitants were 
engaged, either part- or full-time, in cultivating the land, but in which small business and 
industry also thrived. No one would profit from rent or rising land values in these 
imagined provincial centres. Nor would there exist an inequitable distribution of 
opportunity or income. Churches, free libraries and galleries, concert and lecture halls, 
coffee palaces, parks and public gardens, roads, sewage, and other infrastructure would 
all combine to provide a rich communal life, ease of access, and health to every citizen in 
the community.
It is no accident, of course, that agrarian radicals in Australia looked to a synthesis of the 
city and the country at the same time that suburbia was enjoying a widespread appeal as a 
kind of ‘bourgeois utopia’, and the visionary Ebenezer Howard was developing his 
Garden City treatise back in London. Described by its author as “A Unique Combination 
of Proposals”, the Garden City was a utopian vision intended to achieve a perfect blend 
of urban and rural life. Establishing bright and hygienic factories in proximity to the 
countryside, comprising plenty of green space and public facilities, it brought together 
many features of other utopian visions circulating in western culture at the time. 
Howard’s Garden City was to be based on communal land, an idea heavily influenced by 
radical agrarianism.* 6 7 It has been observed that Garden City ideas first appeared in 
Australia in the early twentieth-century as part of a push for town planning rather than a 
utopian social movement.' What such observations overlook, however, is that a 
utopianism remarkably similar to Howard’s was apparent in Australia before he publicised 
his Garden City vision, manifesting itself in the radical agrarianism of the 1880—90s.8
described as a “middle-class utopia”. Ian Tyrrell, True Gardens of the Gods: Califomian-Australian Environmental
Reform, 1860—1930, University o f California Press, Berkeley, 1999, 39, 103. See chapter three for this
argument.
6 On the suburban ideal, see Robert Fishman, Bourgeois Utopias: The Rise and F a ll oj Suburbia, Basic Books, 
New York, 1989; Graeme Davison, The Rise and F a ll of Marvellous Melbourne, (2nd ed.), Melbourne University 
Press, Melbourne, 2004, 166—171. On the Garden City, see Ebenezer Howard, ToMonviv: A  Peaceful Rath to 
Real Reform, ed. Peter Hall, Dennis Hardy, and Colin Ward, Routledge, London, 2003; Stephen V Ward, 
ed., The Garden City: Past, Present and Future, E & FN Spon, London, 1992.
7 Robert Freestone, Model Communities: The Garden City Movement in A ustralia, Thomas Nelson, Melbourne, 
1989, 4,79.
8 It has been widely noted that George and Wallace were influences on Howard: eg Frederick Aalen, 
‘English origins’, in Ward, ed., The Garden City, 46; Peter Hall, Dennis Hardy, and Colin Ward,
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Chronologically this thesis begins in 1884, when the first Land Nationalization Society 
was formed in Australia.9 As is usually the case, there is a certain arbitrariness about this 
date. There was no Australian organisation aligned with the ideas of Alfred Russel 
Wallace and Henry George before a group of men in Kapunda (a mining town in South 
Australia) established their Land Nationalization Society in May 1884. Wallace and 
George’s ideas had already been circulating in Australia for a few years before this, 
however, and various forms of radical agrarianism had been apparent in the colonies for 
decades. The 1870s had seen the formation of a range of land radical bodies in south­
eastern Australia; indeed, a Land Reform League had even been established in Kapunda 
in 1872.10 But it was only in the 1880s that these ideas began receiving considerable 
public attention, explicitly associated with the figures of Wallace and George.
The zenith of agrarian radicalism in Australia was 1890—1892, when people began 
subscribing to the single tax movement in their thousands, and its activities were given 
heavy coverage in the mainstream press. This intense interest in land radicalism dropped 
off by the mid—1890s, and was all but eclipsed by 1900, when the focus of this thesis 
ends. Not surprisingly, there is also an arbitrariness about this latter date. It was chosen 
firstly because Murtho was disbanded as a cooperative village settlement in 1900, and 
also because the blare of enthusiasm associated with federation around that year had a 
key part to play in the movement’s demise. Come 1900, come the immediate proximity 
of a federated, national Australia, and the heyday of agrarian radicalism was at an end.
Part of the glamour invested in the idea of Australian federation in the last years of the 
1890s involved an emphasis on the vast geographical size of the coming nation and the 
concomitant ‘bigness’ of its destiny. It is in the context of this embrace of the Big that 
the demise of land radicalism must be understood. The ideal Australia imagined by the 
land radicals was one which prioritised ‘true democracy’, socioeconomic equity, and 
concepts of wellbeing which could not simply be reduced to monetary terms. This
‘Commentators’ introduction’, in Howard, To-Morrow, 3; Robert Beevers, The Garden City Utopia: A  Critical Biography of Ebeneger Howard, St Martin’s Press, New York, 1988, 36, 71.9 In the 1880—90s, land nationalisation was sometimes referred to with a ‘z’, sometimes with an ‘s’. In the following, I use the latter in any general discussion of the movement. However, when a body or work specifically used a ‘z’, I have retained it.10 Observer, 17 May 1884, 978; Kapunda Herald, 23 May 1884; Lloyd Churchward, ‘The American influence on the Australian labour movement’, Historical Studies, 5:19, November 1952, 260; Catherine Helen Spence, An Autobiography, ed. Jeanne Young, Libraries Board of South Australia, Adelaide, 1975, 66; Airlie Worrall, ‘The New Crusade: The Origins, Activities, and Influence of the Single Tax Leagues, 1889—1895’, Masters Thesis, University of Melbourne, 1978, 67.
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evidently did not lead the majority of those interested in land reform to idealise a small 
community along Murtho lines. It did lead them to oppose “Great Nation Business”, 
however, and thus to fall out of favour with public sympathy at the end of the nineteenth 
century."
Another reason that land radicalism had lost public support by the end of the 1890s lies 
in the fact that their attempt to find an ideal synthesis of parts proved unsustainable. 
Their attempt to bring disparate parts together meant that much about their politics was 
chaotic and unresolved. Instead of achieving an ideal synthesis, their movement 
collapsed under the weight of its heterogeneous values and desires. The agrarian radicals 
tried to invoke both the language of populism and class. They also tried to articulate an 
ethic of environmental care whilst continuing to take an essentially utilitarian attitude to 
the land. They appealed to masculine subjectivities — ‘the producers’, ‘the people’, or ‘all 
who labour’ — at the same time as they associated themselves with first-wave feminism. 
They wanted, in many ways, to be all things to all (white) men, and also to most women 
as well. In so doing they over-extended themselves, discovering that their ideal synthesis, 
like all utopias, resisted translation to the real.12
The agrarian  rad icals and  th eir beliefs
Historians have often spoken of Australia’s ‘agrarian myth’ as a belief that small-scale 
agriculture carried out by independent farmers (or ‘yeomen’) was both desirable and 
viable across much of the country.1’ For most of the nineteenth century, agrarian idealists 
advocated this form of occupation as the most virtuous available, contrasting the 
rectitude of the yeoman farmer with the lawlessness of the squatter, the opportunism of 
the goldminer, or the grubby cupidity of the aspiring factory-owner. Given this, 
agrarianism was in fact more of a political language than a ‘myth’, a means of criticising 
various social developments or groups, the nature of which depended on who you were 
speaking to. An agrarian vocabulary could be used by conservatives, for example, to
11 Albert Dawson, Adam Black (Miner). His Letters to his Son, Jim, on Matters Interesting and Important to 
Workmen, W M Madgwick, Sydney, 1904, 109.
12 For interesting discussions o f the way utopias resist translation into the real see David Harvey, Spaces of 
Hope, Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh, 2000, 159—181; Louis Marin, Utopics: The Semio/ogical Play of 
Textual Spaces, Humanides Press, New Jersey, 1984, xxvi, and throughout.
13 Lake, The Limits of Hope, 11; William Lines, Taming the Great South Laud, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1992, 
96; D M Meinig, On the Maigins of the Good Ea/th: the South Australia Wheat F/vntier, 1869—1884, Association 
of American Geographers, Chicago, c.1962, 112—3; J M Powell, The Public Lands of Australia Felix, Oxford 
University Press, Melbourne, 1970, 63; J M Powell, Watering the Garden State: Water, Land and Community in 
Victoria 1834—1988, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1989, 41.
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criticise any social development which threatened the privileges of a landed elite. In mid­
nineteenth-century Australia, it was more often used by liberal reformers jealous of the 
political power wielded by squatters and other big pastoralists. They argued that it was 
iniquitous to use the land as a ‘sheepwalk’ when it could be used to support yeoman 
farmers instead.14
Agrarianism was also a language used by populist groups (alliances of workers, small 
businessmen, self-employed tradespeople and others) as a means of launching a 
widespread social critique against ‘the money power’ or ‘vested interests’. The slogan ‘the 
land for the people’ was often used by agrarian populists, whether in the Chartist 
uprisings in 1830—10s Britain, the Populist campaigns of American farmers in the 1880s, 
or the village settlement movement in 1890s Australia. Such agitators frequently spoke of 
the land as a source of ‘redemption’. They associated it with a Golden Age of freedom 
and plenty, and also with religious concepts such as the Millennium and the Promised 
Land.13
Agrarian populists opposed the fact that the privileges of property were enjoyed by an 
elite, arguing that they should be given to the whole people. Agrarian radicals shared the 
populists’ opposition to ‘big money’, land monopolists, and other vested interests. They 
differed from them, however, in opposing the financial privileges of property. Agrarian 
radicals didn’t necessarily believe that land should be collectivised in every sense of the 
term. Most still believed in the right to occupy a plot of land nominally considered one’s 
own, along with ownership over any ‘improvements’ carried out on it (a house, shed, 
crop, orchard, garden, and so on). They maintained nonetheless that no one should make
14 See David Goodman’s discussion o f agrarianism as a language o f social critique in Gold Seeking: Victoria 
and California in the 1850s, Allen & Unwin, St Leonards, 1994, 111—27, 148; cf Raymond Williams’ 
evocation of the varying political values invested in agrarianism in The City and the Country, Paladin, St 
Albans, 1975.
15 For a general discussion o f populism and its relationship to agrarian thought in the era o f the Chartist 
uprisings and beyond, see Patrick Joyce, Visions of the People: Industrial England and the Question of Class, 1848— 
1914, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1994, especially 38—9. For other discussions o f agrarian 
populism, see Frank Bongiorno, The People’s Party: Victorian Labor and the Puidical Tradition, 1875—1914, 
Melbourne University Press, 1996, 190, 87—88; and on populism more generally, see Michael Roe, Kenealy 
and the Tichborne Cause: A  Study in Mid-Victorian Populism, Melbourne University Press, Carlton, 1974, 163- 
97. On the American Populists, see Robin Gollan, ‘American populism and Australian utopianism’, Labour- 
History, 9, November 1965, 15—21. On the village settlement movement, see chapter four.
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a profit simply from owning property. The financial benefits of land ownership should 
instead go to ‘the people’ or ‘all humanity’.16
Between 1884 and 1900, significant numbers of people subscribed to radical agrarian 
beliefs as part of the single tax or land nationalisation movements in Australia. The land 
nationalisers were associated with Alfred Russel Wallace in Britain, seeking to make the 
state the formal proprietor of the land. The single taxers followed the ideas of the 
American reformer, Henry George, the key features of which were outlined in his 
international bestseller, Progress and Poverty (1879). Like all agrarian radicals, George and 
his followers supported the abolition of what we would now call the investment property 
market. Any profit from rent or a general rise in land values should be taken by the state, 
they argued, through the form of an annual land tax. All other taxes would be eradicated 
(hence the ‘single’ in the single tax), placing the burden of public revenue entirely upon 
the shoulders of landowners.
As Bruce Scates and Airlie Worrall have observed, most land nationalisers and single 
taxers were part of a white-collar or artisanal urban crowd. The most prominent of their 
members were professionals, journalists, small businessmen, clergymen, with the rare 
female writer-activist such as Catherine Helen Spence thrown in. The rank and file were 
skilled tradesmen, clerks, housewives, teachers, and the life, often living in shabby-genteel 
suburbs of the cities.1 The majority of these people were devout, although unorthodox 
Methodists, using language that was markedly millennial in both its tone and its content. 
Before he went to Murtho, John Napier Birks gave lay sermons on ‘The Millennium’ 
during tours of the South Australian countryside. William Webster, a journalist and close 
friend of Henry George, wrote a pamphlet entitled ‘A Lay Sermon on the Land’. In it, he 
claimed that the goal of land radicalism was the establishment of the Kingdom of God
16 On radical agrarianism in earlier decades in Britain, see Malcolm Chase, "The People's Fan»’: English Radical 
Agrarianism, 1775—1840, Clarendon, Oxford, 1988; Iain McCalman, Radical Underworld: Prophets, 
Revolutionaries and Pornographers in Eondon, 1795—1840, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1988.
17 Bruce Scates, A New Australia: Citizenship, Radicalism and the First Republic, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 1997, 17—18; Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, 8. Scates argues that very few single taxers were 
tradespeople. Worrall suggests, however, that skilled artisans were a significant part o f the rank and file
membership of the land nationalisation/single tax movements----particularly o f the land nationalisation
movement in the late 1880s. Her conclusions are persuasive, being based on a detailed analysis o f the 
occupations o f known land radical bodies in the 1880s and 1890s. The overall picture both Scates and 
Worrall present o f land radicalism’s social composition is remarkably similar, but to the extent to which 
they diverge, I have relied on Worrall’s work.
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on earth. Very similar rhetoric appeared in the single tax advocacy of Frank Cotton, 
Harry Taylor, and other Australian Georgists.18
A dedicated follower of fashion
Cornelius Proud, single taxer and agitator for women’s suffrage; journalist 
and founder of the Adelaide Stock Exchange; father of eight; c.1880.
Photograph courtesy of the State Library of South Australia, B56241.
Far from being passionate advocates of back-to-the-land sentiment, many land radicals 
had moved from the country to the city, not the other way around. Still others would have 
had trouble telling the difference between a spade and a pitchfork. In South Australia, for 
example, the woman’s suffrage campaigner and Labor candidate Cornelius Proud was a 
journalist, sharebroker and remarkably sharp dresser. His friend Reverend J Day 
Thompson was “plump as a partridge”, a scholarly man given to lamenting Adelaide’s
18 Voice, 20 July 1894, 2; William Webster, A Lay Sermon on the Land, South Australian Land NationalLation 
Society, (Pamphlet No 4), Adelaide, 1884, 10; Frank Cotton, ‘Millennium or pandemonium?’, in his The 
Prophet o f San Francisco and Other Sketches, Sydney, 1888, 29; Harry Taylor, Tucker Prige Essay on the Single Tax, 
Single Tax League, Adelaide, 1892, 37; Theophilus Gum, The New Jerusalem, W K Thomas, Adelaide, 1896, 
68 and throughout; Max Hirsch, The Solidarity o f Labour, Land Values League, Melbourne, 1894, 16.
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smallness and its lack of intellectual sophistication. There was also the acerbic Londoner, 
Reverend Charles Marson, who came to Australia after being removed from his post at a 
Soho church for his radical proclivities. “How I love it”, he wrote melancholically of 
Soho as he left, “— the smell of garlic and cooked stuffs, and petrol, and the rush of 
life”.19 These were not the sort of idealists, on the whole, who wanted to spend their lives 
ploughing or picking strawberries on their knees. More importantly, they were not the 
sort of people who imagined the majority of other Australians engaged in ‘yeoman’ 
agriculture. Certainly, they hoped that an increase in intensive agriculture would take 
place on the borders of existing Australian towns and cities, providing an avenue of 
employment for those so inclined or unable to find work elsewhere. The land radicals 
were not convinced of the singular righteousness of agricultural endeavour, however, nor 
were they convinced of the need for the Australian economy to be predominantly 
agricultural in character.
The point I’ve just made is a delicate one, and is likely to provoke many of those 
interested in Australian agrarianism to stop and take pause. Australia’s land radicals were 
steeped in the language and imagery of the agrarian tradition, much of which was 
concerned with the moral integrity of agricultural labour, and a love of the rhythms of 
rural life. Given this, the single taxers and land nationalisers often spoke reflexively of the 
City as the repository of vice and the Country as the sum of all virtues, again drawing on 
a venerable agrarian vocabulary. Some of them were also inspired by the idealisation of a 
pre-industrial ‘golden age’ apparent in England’s Arts and Craft movement, and in back- 
to-the-land initiatives taking place across the world.2"
As Charles Marson’s regrets on leaving Soho illustrate, in spite of the appearance of 
romantic agrarian values in their rhetoric, land radicals were enamoured of urban life. 
This was especially the case amongst Henry George’s followers. The single taxers used 
slogans such as ‘the land for the people’, and spoke of the land as the source of
19 Cornelius Proud, ‘How women’s suffrage was won in South Australia’, Review of Reviews, 20 January 1895, 
28—30; cf an image of him, fastidiously dressed, in Scates, A  New Australia, 107. On J Day Thompson, see 
J McConnell Black, cited in Jones, In Her Own Name, 120-21; Kevin Secomb, The Excitable Little Pastor': 
The Ministry of Reverend ]  Day in the North Adelaide Primitive Methodist Church 1882—1898, Uniting Church 
Historical Society, Malvern, 2003. On Marson, see Race Mathews, Australia’s First Fabians: Middle-Class 
Radicals, Labour Activists, and the Early Labour Movement, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 1993, 41.
20 fan Marsh, Rack to the Land: The Pastoral Impulse in England, from 1880 to 1914, Quartet Books, London, 
1982; Martin J Wiener, English Culture and the Decline of the Industrial Spirit, 1850—1980, (2,,d ed.), Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, 2004, 118—64; cf Dennis Hardy, Alternative Communities in Nineteenth Century 
England, Longman, London, 1979.
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‘redemption’ like many other agrarian agitators. There was a crucial slippage in their 
doctrine, however —  a movement from the land to land values. \XTat single taxers sought 
was not the return o f ‘the people’ to the land, but rather the return o f land values to the 
people in the form o f state revenue derived from a single land tax. It was not necessary, 
therefore, for everyone to engage in agricultural endeavour. It was only necessary that the 
Australian population at large received the gains from rising land values.21 This allowed 
single taxers to argue that their proposals were just as likely to stimulate industry in the 
cities as encourage intensive agriculture in the country. It also allowed them to speak of 
the need for all Australians (all white Australians, that is) to have access to the delights 
and facilities o f urban environments, without a sense o f this contradicting with their 
rhetoric about the land. As I said earlier, what these reformers ultimately wanted was a 
synthesis o f urban and rural life, the pursuit o f both industry and agriculture, and the 
creation o f a modern Australia which retained elements o f rusticity.
I have focused thus far on members o f the land nationalisation and single tax 
movements in 1880—90s Australia. At the high-point o f radical agrarianism in Australia, 
there would have been some thousands involved in these closely intertwined movements, 
the great majority o f which considered themselves single taxers.2' Throughout this thesis 
I often use the generic term ‘land radicals’ to include others on the peripheries o f these 
movements. In the late 1880s and early 1890s, there were some thousands more who 
were convinced that land monopoly was the root cause o f social ills in the late nineteenth
21 George made this point explicit in his Social Problems, Henry George Foundation of Great Britain, 
London, 1932, (first published in Great Britain 1884), 178—9.
22 The difficulties of estimating the numbers involved in these movements have been discussed by both 
Scates and Worrall. As Worrall notes, no official membership lists survive. She has compiled lists of 
known single taxers from names included in land radical journals, reminiscences of Georgists later in their 
fives, accounts of meetings in the general press, and Single Tax League minute-books. On this basis, the 
number of enrolled members in the South Australian Single Tax Leagues during the 1890s (excluding 
those involved in land nationalisation and related bodies) was approximately 1000. In New South Wales, it 
was more than 5,250, and in Victoria, only 168. These numbers include only those who were most 
prominent and conspicuous in the movement, however, not “the rank and file who merely paid their dues 
and attended meetings”. As Scates notes, attempts to quantify actual membership in land radical 
organisations also fails to capture the numbers of people who were attracted to their ideas without 
becoming card-carrying members themselves, perhaps flocking around land radical speakers in public 
parks on the weekend. He adds: “in the final analysis, the influence of Australia’s radical groups defies ... 
simple quantification. Though never ‘great’ in number, they had a profound impact on the ideology and 
practice of Australia’s labour movement”, if not also on Australian politics and culture more broadly. The 
fact that single tax ideas were regularly reported and debated in the mainstream press and in parliament, 
and that George was a household name in Australasia, suggests that land radicalism indeed had a 
significant impact on white Australian society at large. Scates, A New Australia, 16; Worrall, ‘The New 
Crusade’, 108—111; cf J M Powell’s discussion of the influence of land radical ideas on Victorian politicians 
and land policy in ‘The land debates in Victoria, 1872—1884. Leases versus freeholds: A preparation for 
Henry George’, Journal ojthe Royal Australian Historical Society, 56:4, December 1970, 263—280.
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century, but were not persuaded that ‘big government’ solutions such as state 
landlordism or the single tax were the answer. The unorthodox religious figure, Reverend 
Charles Strong, fell into this category. There were others wtiio prevaricated between the 
single tax and other forms of radicalism: the bootmaker Chummy Fleming, for example, 
who wavered between Georgism and anarchism, and the social democrat and somedme 
land nationalise^ Samuel Albert Rosa. Further, there would have been up to a few 
hundred women who were convinced by George’s doctrine, but who chose to focus 
most of their activist energies on causes such as women’s suffrage or temperance reform. 
Rosetta (‘Rose’) Birks was one of these women. A close relative of the Birks at Murtho, 
sharing the commitment to Georgism within her extended family, Rose Birks was one of 
the foremost campaigners for women’s suffrage in the South Australia during the first 
years of the 1890s.23
The final group considered in this thesis are the village settlers of the 1890s. In almost all 
of the Australian colonies, village settlement was conceived during the 1890s depression 
as a form of agricultural cooperation for the unemployed and their families. The idea was 
that cooperatives of the urban unemployed could move together onto leases of public 
lands in the country. Assisted by government loans and their collective labour, they 
would create agricultural communities that would become self-sufficient over time. 
Village settlement was seen by some land radicals as a trial of state landlordism, and thus 
as compatible with their movement.-4 In addition to their interest in cooperative 
socialism, Murtho’s members may well have been attracted to the village settlement 
movement for this reason. The Murtho community was established under a village
23 On Fleming and the single tax: see Bob James, Chummy Fleming ---- A  Brief Biography (1863—1950),
Libertarian Resources/Monty Miller Press, 1986, 8, 11. On Rosa: Records of the Melbourne Land 
Nationalisation Society indicate that he was a member in 1889. He had also been a member o f the Knights 
of Labor in America before he came to Australia in the late 1880s; the Knights being strongly influenced 
by George’s ideas. His utopian novel, The Coming Terror; depicts a benevolent dictator nationalising the land 
in order to create an equitable society. See Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, Appendix III, 6; Verity Burgmann, 
‘Samuel Albert Rosa (1866-1940), Australian Dictionary of Biography (hereafter ADB), ed. N B Nairn, A G 
Serle, R B Ward, Melbourne University Press, Carlton, 1969, vol 11, 448; Verity Burgmann, In Our Time’: 
Socialism and the Rise of Labor, 1885—1905, George Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1985, 109, 113; Samuel Albert 
Rosa, The Coming Tetror, or the Australian Revolution. A  Romance of the Twentieth Century, Sydney, 1894, 19. On 
Strong, see my discussion of his ideas in chapter 6. On Birks, see Helen Jones, In Her Own Name: A  History 
of Woman in South Australia From 1836, Wakefield Press, Kent Town: South Australia, 1986, 94; cf Scates, A  
New Australia, 106—7.
24 Note the favourable reports given to village settlement in the Adelaide land radical paper, the Voice, 
during 1894: eg Anon, ‘Voices from afar’, 23 May 1894; 20 July 1894; 31 August 1894; and by the single 
taxer Percy R Meggy in New South Wales: Percy Meggy, ‘Village settlements’, newsclipping in his Scrap 
Book, vol 1, Mitchell Library, Q040/3—7, 41; cf Frank Cotton’s proposal to trial state landlordism in the 
Lithgow Enterprise and Land Nationaliser, 24 September 1887.
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settlement scheme passed by the South Australian legislature in late 1893. Its members 
had a close reladonship with other village settlements on the Murray River, near 
Renmark, until they came to an end in 1900. The great majority of the village setders, 
however, were not agrarian radicals. Hoping to eventually gain freehold dde to their own 
plots of land, and in this way to ‘reclaim the heritage of the people’, they belonged more 
to the tradition of popular agrarianism.
The village settlers were unlike the land radicals in that they did not look to the marriage 
of city and country or a synthesis of other dualisms. In many ways, they were far closer 
to the ‘yeoman ideal’ described in historiography on Australian land setdement and 
environmental consciousness. Their desire to go ‘back to the land’ was never simply 
about an “idealised memory of England”, however, nor the other nostalgic longings 
usually associated with yeoman idealism. Rather, it was about negotiating “the form and 
future of industrialising society”.23 The unemployed who participated in village settlement 
looked to the movement as a form of social resistance as well as a way of claiming their 
rights as ‘the people’.
Why look at land radicalism?  —  Four reasons
In their search for an ideal synthesis of parts, the late nineteenth-century agrarian radicals 
are intriguingly relevant to twenty-first century concerns. This is the case for a number of 
reasons. Firstly, their interest in merging the rural and the urban touches on a number of 
key socio-environmental issues confronting twenty-first century society. These include 
the need to contain urban sprawl, the loss of agricultural land on city fringes, the 
underprivileged nature of regional and rural areas, and the sale of public lands to private 
developers. Secondly, the land radicals’ relative lack of interest in nationalism resonates 
with the anti-nationalist perspective of many on the left today. The land radicals 
expressed a conscious preference for an intern.ational rather than nationally-focused 
politics, delineating themselves from the Bulletin-style nationalists of their day.
Late nineteenth-century agrarianism also remains intriguing today because of the 
questions it poses for gender historiography. In the first years of the nineties, women’s 
suffrage bodies in the south-eastern colonies were stacked with single taxers. The overlap 
between the two movements was so marked that many of their members assumed that
25 Lake, The Limits o f Hope, 12; Chase, The People's Farm, 7.
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the single tax would be pushed through parliament as soon as women were given the 
vote.26 This connection with first-wave feminism calls for a more complex appraisal of 
agrarianism than appears in gender historiography to date. The subde and contradictory 
ways in which masculinity operated within the single tax movement also calls for a more 
complex gendered perspective than has been brought to it thus far.
A fourth reason for the contemporary relevance of agrarian radicalism is that it allows us 
to question the assumptions frequently made about Australian modernity by cultural 
critics and labour historians. Modern Australia is usually associated with notions of class, 
secularism and rationality. As a consequence, anyone who did not embrace these qualities 
tends to be cast as backward-looking, the bearer of a ‘pre-modern’ ways of thinking 
about the world. In linking agrarianism with forward-looking desires for Australia, the 
land radicals turn such assumptions on their head. They also allow us to question the 
theoretical approaches on which these assumptions rely: on the one hand, structuralist 
concepts of class, and on the other hand the range of postmodernist ideas usually 
involved in critiques of modernity.
1) A synthesis of city and country
As I noted earlier, the land radicals’ ideal Australian scene w'as encapsulated by the 
glamorised images of Renmark and its neighbouring town, Mildura, promoted in and 
around their movement. Renmark and Mildura were both formed in the Murray 
Riverland as centres for irrigated horticulture at the very end of the 1880s: Renmark on 
the South Australian side of the Murray River and Mildura over the border in Victoria. 
They wrere created as entrepreneurial ventures by two Canadian irrigationists, the 
brothers George and William Chaffey, on land given to them by the South Australian 
and Victorian governments."' Australia’s land radicals did not approve of land being 
developed for private gain (indeed, they wrere bitterly opposed to the land grants awarded 
to the Chaffeys by the colonial governments).28 At the same time, they were entranced by 
the possibility that Renmark and Mildura might become thriving provincial centres 
surrounded by a network of small horticultural, intensive agricultural and industrial
26 Single Tax, 20 April 1894, 7.
27 Tyrrell, True Gardens, 141—153; Powell, I Vote ting the Garden State, 120—127; cf J A Alexander, The Ufe o f 
George Chaffey: A Story o f  Irrigation Beginnings in California and Australia, Macmillan, Melbourne, 1928.
2S For an example of land radical opposition to the Chaffeys’ scheme, see W  T Carter, ‘The irrigation bill 
and political economy’, Our Commonwealth, 31 July 1886, 83.
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enterprise. They would no doubt have agreed with the Irish land activist Michael Davitt 
when he described Renmark in candescent terms after a tour of Australasia in the mid— 
1890s. Like Australia’s land radicals, Davitt had no desire for an isolated country life, and 
was convinced that most workers felt the same. There were very few people, he said, 
who would have liked the thought of living “two hundred miles away from a theatre, or 
club, or hotel”. Amidst the idyllic natural scenery of Renmark, however, it wTas possible 
that one “might really ‘live long and happy ever afterwards’”, enjoying the best of both 
rural and urban life.29
Progressive Mlldura.
Tli© town ifl beingr rapidly built up, and already several substantial and shapely buildings have been erected, or are nearing completion. A few particu­lars of the principal business places will be interesting.
Mildura, a ‘progressive’ centre in the bush.
Excerpt from the Mildura Cultivator, Special Centennial Exhibition Issue, 1888—9.
Australian land radicals such as Harry Taylor and Frank Cotton were attracted to the 
intensive fruit-production possible in the Murray Riverland. They wanted greater 
numbers of workers to engage in horticulture and intensive agriculture there, believing 
that it facilitated an equitable distribution of land and income. They were just as 
attracted, however, to the urbanity of life and the other forms of enterprise available in 
Mildura and Renmark. As they grew in size and eminence, both towns, as they saw it, 
would provide avenues for small business and even small-scale industry. They would also 
support a year-long round of lectures and concerts, boasting flourishing libraries and 
well-tended parks. Even Murtho’s members were enamoured of the Chaffeys’ irrigation 
towns for this same reason. Going ‘back to the land’ was only attractive to them if in so 
doing they were still proximate to a provincial centre supporting an active cultural and 
social life. Renmark’s propinquity to their own settlement was of key importance to their 
own enterprise. Its civilised society offered a crucial complement to their labours on the 
land. After the community collapsed in the late 1890s, some of Murtho’s residents indeed 
moved to Renmark, and remained there for the rest of their lives.311
29 Michael Davitt, Ufe and Progress in Australasia, Methuen, London, 1898, 77.
30 I am referring to the Dix family: Joe Dix, Recollections of Pioneers of Ken mark, Mortlock Library, OH162(l).
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In 2003, Ebenezer Howard’s To-Morrow: A Peaceful Path to Peal Reform (1898) was re­
issued in a lavish new Bridsh edition, accompanied by a commentary arguing for its 
continuing relevance to urban planning and environmental concerns. Howard’s work 
“was designed for a specific cultural milieu and has an old-fashioned eccentricity about 
it”, its commentators argue, “but certain elements have proved both enduring and 
applicable in widely different settings”.’1 Henry George’s ideas have not proved enduring, 
in part because of the even more eccentric cast of his assumptions about political 
economy, and the patent religiosity which infused his prose. As Ian Tyrrell has suggested, 
however, there are striking resonances between George’s agrarian politics and some of 
the values embraced by latter-day environmentalism.32 The followers of George and 
Alfred Russel Wallace in Australia denounced ‘land sharks’ seeking to reap big profits 
from the sale and development of land. They were particularly opposed to the sale of 
public lands for the development of new suburbs in agricultural or ‘greenfield’ areas on 
the outskirts of cities. They also sought more compact cities with closer ties to 
agricultural enterprise on their borders, and to develop more provincial cities along the 
lines of Mildura and Renmark.
2) Nationalism and the land radical utopia
The late nineteenth century was a period in which many white Australians were searching 
for a national identity. In particular, nationalists associated with the bulletin and 
Heidelberg schools were ‘roughing it’ in artists’ camps during the late 1880s and 1890s. 
Writers such as E J Brady and painters such as Arthur Streeton touted the uniqueness of 
the Australian bush, making it into a badge of the nation’s cultural identity.3’ In defining 
this identity, they relied on a series of oppositions: the Bush versus the City, the National
31 Hall et al, ‘Commentators’ introduction’, 210.
32 Tyrrell, True Gardens, 38. J M Powell makes a more general point, namely that “modern conservationism 
may be traced to the focusing o f changing aesthetic, ecological and utilitarian motivations in the latter half 
o f the nineteenth century”: J M Powell, ‘Protracted reconciliation: Society and the environment’, in Roy 
MacLeod, ed., The Commonwealth of Science: AN ZAAS and the Scientific Enterprise in Australasia, 1888—1988, 
Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1988, 251—2.
33 An example similar to these artists’ camps is a camp settlement set up by certain Tocsin enthusiasts calling 
themselves the ‘Philosophic Savages’. They advertised themselves as a group “for those who are disgusted 
with wage slavery, and know enough o f bush-craft to supply their wants direct from nature”. Letter to the 
Editor, Tocsin, 28 March 1898. Given that no more references to the group appear in the paper, I assume it 
was short-lived. On the artists’ camps, see E J Brady, ‘Mallacoota days and other things’, in Brenda Lawson 
and John Le Gay Brereton, eds, Hemy Lawson / By His Mates, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1973, 140-41; 
Tim Bonyhady, The Colonial Earth, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 2000, 193—198; cf a discussion 
o f the ‘Woodlanders’ in Melbourne in the early 1900s: Tom Griffiths, Hunters and Collectors: The Antiquarian 
Imagination in Australia, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1996, 127—30; Vance Palmer, The Legend of 
the Nineties, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1966, 22.
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versus the Colonial, the Rustic versus the Modern, Working- versus Middle-Class, 
Masculine versus Feminine, and so forth.34 The ‘true Australian’, they claimed, was a 
pioneering man, a bushworker contemptuous of the snobbish nature of ‘feminine’ and 
‘colonial’ culture in the towns, who regarded urban pursuits as effete and unadventurous. 
Part of this emphasis on the Bush and its workers involved a celebration of the unique 
features of the Australian continent: its panoramic vistas, the hardiness of its eucalypts 
and inland grasses, and the picturesque oddities of its fauna.35
The land radicals paid very little attention to the uniqueness of Australian environments. 
When Elsie Birks and the Gilmours sat in their river gully surrounded by gums and 
wattle-trees, what they were reading was not the latest story about bush life from Henry 
Lawson, but rather the works of Browning and Thoreau. They held to the eurocentric 
assumption that agrarian politics could apply directly to an antipodean context, even 
when surrounded by evidence of Australia’s ecological specificity. This was even more 
the case amongst the land radical population at large, who preferred to read their political 
tracts and literature indoors. With their unashamedly urban proclivities, these people 
didn’t idealise the isolated outback life described in the work of Bush nationalists. Along 
with their eurocentrism, they had also inherited from the agrarian tradition a utilitarian 
rather than aesthetic approach to nature, tending to think of it more in terms of its 
potential fertility than of its visual character or beauty. Further, and more significantly, 
what was at play in the land radicals’ relative lack of interest in the Australian bush were 
concerns about the nationalist enterprise. They did not share the bulletin writers’ focus on 
the Australian country in part because they sought to distinguish themselves from their 
nationalism.
Single taxers adopted a consciously international perspective on the social problems that 
confronted white Australian society. They conceived of the expansive perspective this 
gave them as an antidote to nationalist excesses. Patriotism and “talk of Australia facing 
the Dawn” too often served the interests of ‘the money power’, they argued, ensuring
34 For discussions of the way the Australian nadonal identity was defined through a process o f binary 
differentiadon, see (amongst many others): Susan Sheridan, ‘“Temper romantic; bias offensively feminine”: 
Australian women writers and literary nationalism’, Kitnapipi, 7, 2 and 3, 1985, 50; Robert Dixon, Writing the 
Colonial Adventure: Gender, Rare and Nation in A  nglo -A. usti a  It an Popular Fiction, 1875—1914, Cambridge 
University Press, New York, 1995, 10—11.
35 Richard White, Inventing Australia: Images and Identity, 1688—1980, George Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1984, 
76-77.
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that nationalism was at best a politically suspect enterprise.’0 Land radicals shared a 
fervent commitment to republicanism with the radical nationalists of the 1890s, in part 
nurtured by sympathy with the cause of Irish independence from Britain. (Two of the 
most prominent land radicals in 1880—90s Australia, Patrick McMahon Glynn and John 
Farrell, were Irishmen with close links to this cause).’ The land radicals’ suspicions of 
nationalism led some of them nonetheless to oppose federation on the basis that the 
proposed Commonwealth constitution was undemocratic. Noting that it entrenched the 
power of a federal Upper House, that it maintained the sovereignty of the British 
monarchy, that it neglected land taxation and even, at one point, overlooked the suffrage 
for women, they saw the campaign for federation as a prop for vested interests.’8
A vast scholarship has been produced on the nationalism of the nineties, encompassing 
the perspectives of literary criticism, cultural studies, urban, gender, labour and 
environmental historiography. Often this scholarly critique has directed itself at the 
dichotomies relied upon by these nationalists. Notably, Graeme Davison and a host of 
urban historians after him have ‘turned the tables’ on the nationalists’ claim to stand for 
Bush as against the City. The Bush idealists were city-dwellers, Davison observed, and 
their romanticism of the outback was motivated by urban concerns.’'1 In the 1960s and 
1970s, New Left historians also attacked the nationalists’ claim that Australia’s ‘true’ 
identity was working-class. According to Humphrey McQueen, the bushworker idealised
3h Dawson, Adam Black, 108—9.
37 Gerard O’Collins, ‘Patrick McMahon Glynn (1855—1931)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, ed. N B 
Nairn, A  G Serle, R B Ward, Melbourne University Press, Carlton: Victoria, 1969, vol 9, 30—32; Mary 
Gilmore, ‘John Farrell’, Typescript o f lecture given to Lawson Society, c. 1940, in John Farrell Papers, 
Mitchell Library, ML MSS 1522/1 Item 2, 4; cf George’s sympathetic commentary on the ‘Irish land 
question’, in which he sought to argue that it arose from international rather than national concerns. O f 
the Irish, he said: “Let them arouse to a higher love than the mere love of country; to a wider patriotism 
that that which exhausts itself on one little subdivision of the human race, one little spot on the earth’s 
surface”: Henry George, The Land Question: What It Is, and How It Can be Settled, William Reeves, London, 
n.d. (first published as The Irish Land Question), 36.
38 Theo A Waugh, ‘The Commonwealth Bill. Why single taxers should veto it’, Tocsin, 21 April 1898; 
Anon., ‘The censure debate’, Worker, 25 May 1895; Samuel Albert Rosa, cited in Hugh Anderson, The 
Tocsin: Contesting the Constitution, Red Rooster Press, Maryborough: Victoria, 2000, 155—156; J Medway Day, 
cited in Susan Magarey, Unbridling the Tongues of Women: A  Biography of Catherine Helen Spence, Hale & 
Iremonger, Sydney, 1985, 152—3.
39 Graeme Davison, ‘Sydney and the Bush: An urban context for the Australian legend’, in Penny Russell 
and Richard White, eds, Pastiche I: Reflections on Nineteenth Century Australia, Allen & Unwin, St Leonards, 
1994, 243-50.
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by the radical nationalists of the 1890s was in fact petit-bourgeois rather than working- 
class in character.40
As Meaghan Morris has observed, much of the scholarship cridcising the national 
identity promoted by the bulletin writers of the 1890s replicates the oppositions they 
relied upon.4' For Davison in the 1980s, it was the City, not the Bush, which was the 
basis of these nationalists’ ideals. For McQueen, the ‘real’ Australian of the nineties was 
(petit) bourgeois, not working-class. The land radicals, however, sought neither the city 
nor the bush. As I point out below, they also appealed to a trans-class or even classless 
community. In attempting to combine some of the dualisms of their era, they thus call 
into question our own reliance upon those same dualisms as historians.
3) Land radicalism & gender historiography
One of the key sites in which oppositional thinking has been brought to bear on the 
1890s is gender historiography. Susan Sheridan, Marilyn Lake and other gender historians 
have pointed out that the bushworker promoted by nationalists in the nineties was 
defiantly masculine in character. The image of the itinerant bushworker is a man alone, 
or more to the point, a man in company with other men. He has no wife or family, or 
none that we hear about. Instead, he has mates. Such an image, as Lake pointed out in 
the 1980s, was embraced by the bulletin-contributing Bohemians as part of a celebration 
of male libertarian sexuality, a rejection of ‘feminine’ domesticity and ‘bourgeois’ 
morality. The language of mateship, brotherhood, or more generally of male solidarity 
formed a key part of both the nationalist and labour movements of the decade. Both, as 
a consequence, were masculinistin character.
In this thesis, I travel once more over this much-trodden terrain, looking at the way that 
ideas of mateship and brotherhood were used by land radicals in ways that cannot simply 
be described as masculinist. It does not follow from this, of course, that land radical 
discourse was fem inist in the sense that we now understand that term. In spite of their 
commitment to formal equality between the sexes, the nineteenth-century distinction 
between ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’ was not one of the dualisms which land radicals
40 Humphrey McQueen, A New Britannia: An Argument Concerning the Social Origins o f  Australian Radicalism and 
Nationalism, Penguin, Ringwood: Victoria, 1986, 125—6, 158—65.
41 Meaghan Morris, ‘Panorama: The live, the dead and the living’, in Paul Foss, ed., Island in the Stream: 
Aljths o f  Place in Australian Culture, Pluto Press, Leichhardt: New South Wales, 1988, 171.
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questioned or sought to transcend. As a result, the scope of women’s activism within the 
movement was still strongly influenced by the ideology of separately gendered spheres. 
Before she went to Murtho, for example, Anne Birks’ contribution of the single tax 
movement was made through hosting ‘parlour parties’ to spread the message of land 
reform. In Sydney, the music teacher Mrs ] A Dobbie was unusual in lecturing publicly 
for the movement. Even she directed most of her energies, however, towards organising 
concerts to raise money for the cause.4"
In spite of these considerations, the fact that most women involved in land radicalism 
came to it through the women’s suffrage campaign remains an intriguing aspect to the 
movement. Even more fascinating it is the fact that they were interested in the single tax 
because of its emphasis on the brotherhood of man. As they saw it, the concept of the 
brotherhood of man was heavily inflected with unorthodox Christian overtones. In 
addition to overcoming distinctions between city and country, religion and secularism, 
and the like, the ideal polity sought by Australian single taxers was one in which a 
consciousnesses of the brotherhood of man mediated between liberal and socialist 
ideology, functioning to emphasise ties of reciprocity between (white) members of 
society. The way these ties of brotherhood were to be enacted was first and foremost 
through the cultivation of feelings of love and responsibility towards one’s fellows. The 
transformation of society accordingly began in the realm of the emotions. This belief was 
in keeping with the first-wave feminist project to dissolve distinctions between ‘politics’ 
and the ‘home’. It was for this reason that single tax rhetoric was so congenial to the 
women populating the women’s suffrage societies. A vocabulary ostensibly about male 
solidarity (being brothers or mates) was thus used by land radicals in more subdy 
gendered ways than appears at first glance.
4) Class, secularism, and a ‘modern Australia*
In declaring a commitment to formal equality between the sexes, most agrarian radicals 
saw themselves at the vanguard of ‘advanced’ politics. The language they used to describe 
themselves emphasised this perception. In South Australia, the short-lived alliance 
between women’s suffrage, single tax, labour and socialist groups apparent in the early 
1890s was referred to by its members as the Forward Movement. The same term was used 
by the land radical and Socialist Democratic Federation member, J Medway Day, when
42 Voice, 30 June 1893; Standard, 15 August 1939, 31.
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he moved from Adelaide to edit the Sydney Worker in 1893. Reverend Charles Strong 
similar saw himself at the cutting-edge of Victorian society, regularly referring to the 
insights of Charles Darwin and Thomas Huxley in his sermons and speeches.4’ Even 
Murtho’s members, surrounded by the accoutrement of small-farming enterprise, thought 
of themselves in this way. Able to cite Henry George, Laurence Gronlund, Edward 
Bellamy, Theodor Herzka, William Morris, and other political figures of the hour, these 
people certainly did not see themselves as out of touch.
This self-perception allows us to question assumptions that cultural critics frequently 
make about modernity. Modern Australia is usually associated (amongst other things) 
with notions of secularism, rationality, and scientific rationality. Anyone who did not 
embrace these qualities tends to be cast as ‘pre-modern’ or backward-looking in their 
thinking. In linking agrarianism with futuristic visions for Australia, cherishing utopian 
desires which wrere concerned with creating a kind of ideal modernity, the land radicals 
significantly challenge these assumptions. I am thus concerned to engage with 
scholarship on modernity in fin  de siècle western society, drawing particularly on the 
interest in unorthodox religion and alternative spirituality which appears in the work of 
Frank Bongiorno, Jill Roe, A1 Gabay, Joy Dixon, and others.44
L and rad ica l p o litics as a synthesis ofheterogenous p arts
The land radicals’ desire for an ideal synthesis of parts is most apparent in their political 
rhetoric. Single taxers continually expressed a “desire for the sinking of differences”, 
aiming to achieve “a united effort” to work towards the millennium.45 This desire was 
evident in their diversity of opinion on socialism, which varied from the determined 
opposition of Max Hirsch in Victoria to the enthusiastic support of Harry Taylor and the
43 On the Forward Movement, see Scates, A  N ew  A u s tra lia , 100—9; Verity Burgmann, In  O ur T im e’: 
So cialism  an d  the R ise o f T abor, 1885—1 9 0 5 , George Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1985, 147. On Medway Day, see 
WGH, ‘Editorial Mill, W orker (Queensland), 14 April 1894, 4. On Strong, see Reverend Charles Strong, 
The B ro ad  C hurch: A  Sun d ay E vening T ecture, Melbourne, 1889, 6.
44 Frank Bongiorno, ‘A short history o f New Thought in Australia, 1890—1 9 1 4 A u stra lia n  C u ltu ra l H isto ry, 
23:2004, 25-42. A1 Gabay, M essages Em m  Beyond: S p iritu a lism  an d  S p iritu a lis ts  in  M elbourne’s  G olden A ge, 1870— 
1 89 0 , Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1992, especially 43—69; Jill Roe, ‘Dayspring: Australia and 
New Zealand as a setting for the “new age” from the 1890s to Nimbin’, in David Walker and Michael 
Bennett, eds, Intellect an d  E m otion: A u s tra lia n  C u ltu ra l H isto ry, 16, 1997/98, 170—187; Jill Roe, Beyond B elief: 
Theosophy in  A u stra lia , 1879—1939 , University" of New South Wales Press, Sydney, 1986; Joy Dixon, D ivine 
F em in ine: Theosophy an d  Fem inism  in  E n g lan d , Johns Hopkins University" Press, Baltimore, 2001.
45 Report on Single Tax Conference in Tocsin, 28 July 1898, 1.
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Birks in South Australia.46 A desire ‘to sink differences’ also led single taxers to make 
alliances with a heterogeneous crowd of political bodies. In the late eighties and early 
nineties, George’s followers in New South Wales joined (amongst other things) the 
Womanhood Suffrage League, the Labour Electoral Leagues, the Socialist Democratic 
Federation, and the Australasian Free Trade League. In Victoria, they could be found 
amongst the Knights of Labor, the Political Progressive Leagues, laissetpjaire lobby-groups 
and women’s ‘crusades’. In South Australia, they were amongst the members of the 
Fabian Society, the United Labor Party, the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, and 
a plethora of other bodies involved in the Forward Movement. From this political 
kaleidoscope, they argued, it was possible to discern a vision of “a better society for all”: 
a society constituted on the principles of freedom, ‘humanity’, and justice.4
Along with their attempt to work for a synthesis of diverse political causes, land radicals 
were keen to appeal to a trans-class, or indeed, to a ‘class/cv/, constituency. Land radical 
men in particular claimed to transcend class. The rank and file of their movement tended 
to be white-collar workers or the so-called ‘aristocracy of labour’. The most prominent 
members were male journalists, chemists, stockbrokers and other professionals. These 
people prided themselves on their ability to move across social boundaries and groups, 
capable of being accepted alike amongst tradesmen and unionists, journalists and 
professionals, clerks, businessmen, farmers and bushworkers. In this, they took their cue 
from their leader, Flenry George, whose own dream was a movement representative of 
“all the producing classes, farmers as well as industrial workers, entrepreneurs along with 
wage earners”.48 In nurturing similar ambitions, Australia’s land radicals claimed to 
represent all (white) people, using terms such as ‘humanity’, ‘the people’ or the 
‘brotherhood of man’. Their ranks were accordingly composed of those who identified 
neither as ‘working class’ nor ‘bourgeois’, wanting to appeal both to those behind the 
picket fence and to those behind the picket lines.
46 Hirsch’s opposition to socialism became increasingly shrill over the 1890s, culminating in the publication 
of a work intended as a demolition o f ‘socialistic’ ideas. On the other hand, Taylor argued that the single 
tax “will inevitably pave the way to Socialism”. Max Hirsch, Democracy versus Socialism: A Critical Examination 
o f  Socialism as a Remedy fo r  Social Injustice and an Exposition o f  the Single Tax Doctrine, Macmillan, London, 1901; 
Taylor, Tucker Prige Essay, 37.
47 E J Hiscock in Voice, 17 March 1893.
48 John L Thomas, Alternative America: Henry George, Edward Bellamy, Henry Demarest Eloyd and the Adversary 
Tradition, Belknap Press, Cambridge: Massachusetts, 1983, 227.
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The lim itatio n s o f agrarian  id eas
In spite of all I have just said about the contemporary resonances of late nineteenth- 
century agrarianism, there is obviously an ‘old-fashioned eccentricity’ about it to us now. 
In an age where fragmentation is constantly remarked upon — the fragmentation of 
knowledge, of cultural values, of social identities and of ‘meta-narratives’ —  the land 
radicals’ dreams of an ideal synthesis indeed appear exceedingly quaint. The strident 
religiosity of their politics exacerbates this, with its emphasis on building the Kingdom of 
God on earth and the land as the ‘the Creator’s storehouse’. Historians today are also 
aware of the ethical limitations to agrarianism. Most significantly, wThen agrarian agitators 
spoke of ‘the land for the people’, they ignored the fact that indigenous Australians had a 
prior claim to the land. It is extraordinary that they could talk of the right of every 
member of humanity to ‘make a home’ in his or her “native land”, and to give no 
consideration to the implications of this claim for those indigenous to Australia. This 
observation illustrates the fact that the supposedly catholic terms used by the single 
taxers — ‘humanity’, ‘the people’, ‘true citizens’ — were circumscribed by race. The ideal 
country they imagined might extend to the occasional Jew or immigrant from Eastern 
Europe, but it excluded Aboriginal, Asian, and other non-white peoples.4>
There are also other limitations to the land radicals’ agrarianism. The idea that a single 
tax on land values could do away with the evils of capital accumulation and monopoly 
has been hotly disputed, both in the 1890s and since. We know now that small-scale 
cultivation of the land was never going to provide a viable solution to unemployment in 
an era of emerging agribusiness and a growing world market. This is particularly given 
that it relied on the unpaid labour of women and children at a time when that labour was 
increasingly considered to be socially unacceptable.30 The growth of irrigation was a part 
of this process of emerging agribusiness: it harboured an era of capital-intensive, ‘hi-tech’
49 On the way that agrarian politics worked to override indigenous Australians’ claims on the land, see 
David Goodman, ‘The polidcs o f horticulture’, Meanjin, 47:3, Spring 1988, 409; Stuart Macintyre, A  
Colonial liberalism : The Cost World of Three Victorian Visionaries, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1991, 
211; Richard Waterhouse, ‘The yeoman ideal and Australian experience, 1860—1960’, in Kate Darian- 
Smith, Patricia Grimshaw, Keira Lindsey and Stuart McIntyre, eds, Exploring the British World: Identity -  
Cultural Production -  Institutions, RMIT Publishing, Melbourne, 2004, 443-4. On the racism of George’s 
supporters in relation to Asian peoples (particularly Chinese immigrants), see Tyrrell, True Gardens, 39; and 
comments in Thomas Dobeson, Out of Work Again: The Autobiographical Narrative of Thomas Dobeson, ed. 
Graeme Davison and Shirley Constantine, Monash Publications in History 6, Monash University, 1990, 83.
50 Marilyn Lake, ‘Helpmeet, slave, housewife: Women in rural families 1870-1930’, in Patricia Grimshaw, 
Chris McConville, Ellen McEwen, eds, Families in Colonial A ustralia, George Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1985, 
174-178.
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cultivation (not to mention large-scale ecological problems) which worked against the 
agrarian desire for an equitable distribution of income and land.’1
Whilst these limitations appear obvious today, none were recognised as such in the 
1880—90s. The fact that the single taxers’ proposals were unlikely to achieve their aims 
was hardly accepted as a given at the time. Instead, it was something their opponents had 
to argue and promote. At least part of the reason that the land radicals are now seen as 
anachronistic figures in their own day is due to the success of these opponents’ 
promotional efforts. The single taxers were actually powerful players in the early Labor 
parties at the beginning of the 1890s. In the ensuing years, however, they were driven 
from Labor’s ranks after their refusal to take the Party pledge, for their advocacy of free 
trade, and/or because they were not manual labourers. Part of this process of expulsion 
was engineered by Labor leaders who caricatured the single taxers as soft-skinned 
impostors or old-fashioned eccentrics.’" At the same time, the land radicals’ cherished 
dreams of creating a reform-oriented laisse^j'aire campaign. These dreams were frustrated 
by the opposition of conservative free traders. Fiercely resenting the single taxers’ 
infiltration of their lobby groups, many conservatives branded George’s supporters as 
“violent apostles”. Presenting them as “revolutionaries” with the whiff of eighteenth 
century Jacobinism about them, they suggested to the broader society that Georgism was 
both a dangerous and an outmoded movement.51 Aspects of this image of the movement 
were to endure in public and historiographical opinion over the ensuing decades.
A grarianism , the twentieth century & beyond: D iscussion & chapter
sum m ary
When the ‘green guru’ E P Schumacher published his work Small is beautiful (1973), he 
argued that ‘bigness’ was to be reviled rather than celebrated. Western culture’s worship 
of bigness, he said (big dams, space travel, monumental buildings) was in many ways a 
legacy of “nineteenth century conditions and nineteenth century thinking”.’4 As I note in 
the first chapter of this thesis, however, the late nineteenth century was in many ways the 
forerunner of the green movement which grew around Schumacher’s ideas. With their
51 Tyrrell, True Gardens, 108—115.
5- F Picard, ‘Henry George and the labour split o f 1891’, Historical Studies, 6:21, 1953, 57—59.
53 Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, 205.
54 Julian Pettifer, ‘Green gurus: E F Schumacher’, Document created by BBC Radio 4, London, (17 
October 2002), <www.bbc.co.uk /radio4 /'science /greengurus.html>. viewed 25 May 2004.
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emphasis on self-help and grass-roots endeavour, single taxers, land nadonalisers and 
other radicals in the 1880—90s may indeed be seen as early environmentalists.53 This is 
not to imply that all of their ideas were compatible with environmentalism as most of us 
would now understand it. The late nineteenth-century land radicals looked at wilderness 
very differently to the green activists of the 1970s. They also viewed technologies such as 
irrigation and artificial fertilisers with an optimistic eye. Nonetheless, they spoke out 
against “the relentless pursuit of profit and productivity” which was apparent in the pro­
development era of the 1870s and 1880s, and which was to reappear in the early years of 
the twentieth century. Like Schumacher many decades later, they argued that economics 
needed to be based on people rather than the needs of corporations or politicians.36
As I demonstrate in my second chapter, in spite of agrarian enthusiasts’ reputation as 
nostalgic anti-urbanites, the single taxers did not in fact want to return to a pre-industrial 
life on the land. What they wanted instead was a form of built environment which 
provided viable employment opportunities and a stimulating communal life for people 
outside the capital cities. They sought to improve urban environments as well as to 
relieve the isolation of farmers and bushworkers in the Australian interior, in the process 
looking to idealised versions of Mildura and Renmark. Drawing on a vision similar to 
that of the Garden City, they also imagined the existing capitals ringed by small farms 
and horticultural enterprise instead of uncontained suburban sprawl.
In my third chapter, I am interested in the implications of late nineteenth-century 
agrarianism for certain historiographical controversies taking place in recent years. The 
fact that land radicals sought to synthesise a range of political values, I suggest, makes 
their movement acutely relevant to recent revisionist work on class and populism. The 
main constituency to which they appealed was ‘the people’ or ‘all humanity’, not the 
middle- or the working-class. Their key aim was the establishment of the Kingdom of 
God on earth, a millennial vision in which human reconciliation had been achieved. 
Rather than emphasise divisions between classes, they claimed that harmonious relations 
were possible between all members of the ‘human family’. Given this, it is clear that land
55 See a discussion o f late-mneteenth century environmentalist groups in John Ranlett, ‘“Checking nature’s 
desecration”: Late-Victorian environmental organisation’, Victorian Studies, 26:2, 1983, 197-222; cf David 
Pepper’s discussion of the green movement’s debt to the anarcho-communism o f Kropotkin and Morris: 
David Pepper, Eco-socia/ism: From Deep Ecology to Social Justice. Routledge, London, 1993, 181—2.
56 Pettifer, ‘Green gurus’.
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radicalism was not a polidcs grounded in class-based identities or understandings of the 
social order.
Drawing on work by the British social historians Gareth Stedman Jones and Patrick 
Joyce, chapter three calls for a re-thinking of most labour historians’ approach to the 
single taxers and land nationalises in Australia. Too often, labour historiography has 
characterised land radical politics as ‘middle-class’. Since the single taxers were not 
committed to the overthrow of capitalism, (the argument goes), they were necessarily 
‘bourgeois’ and meliorist in their approach to social change. Arguments of this kind 
overlook the fact that land radicals were utopian rather than class-based in character. Land 
radicals did not commit themselves to the abolition of capitalism because they did not 
believe it was the root cause of social ills. It hardly follows ipso facto that their politics 
were pro-capitalist or ‘bourgeois’.37
Not surprisingly, Gareth Stedman Jones’ and Patrick Joyce’s work was hotly contested by 
labour and social historians when it first appeared. One of the key reasons for this was 
their reliance on perspectives from postmodern theory. The idea that class was purely a 
question of language, a discursive and not an ontological reality, struck many of these 
historians as anathema. Particularly enraging was Joyce’s suggestion that class was simply 
a matter of how a social group saw itself — about discursive representations which came 
prior to, rather than following on from, material factors.38 Over the course of writing this 
thesis, I was almost convinced by this notion. This was primarily because land radical 
men portrayed themselves in ways which exemplified Joyce’s own model of historical 
subjectivity. Australia’s single taxers claimed to have transcended class, acting as if their 
political and religious convictions freed them from the influences of occupation, income, 
and physical environment. Emphasising their ability to move seamlessly across 
occupations, geographic locations, and social and political affiliations, they modelled
57 For a parallel discussion o f agrarian reformers and capitalism in mid-nineteenth century Victoria, see 
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themselves much as an ideal postmodernist might: as fluid, multiple, and ‘unfixed’ in 
their identities.
There were a number of considerations which make it apparent that this claim to class 
transcendence and unrestrained fluidity was influenced by the material and social 
circumstances in which land radical men found themselves. Their claim to class 
transcendence was also influenced by their gender. Land radical women did not place the 
same emphasis on transcending class, in large part because they did not experience the 
same degree of social and geographic mobility as their male counterparts. For obvious 
reasons, a woman could not claim to be able to move seamlessly between workshop and 
parliament, press-room and hotel, country town and city, in the same way as a man in 
late nineteenth-century Australia.
As I discuss in chapter four, the position of the village settlers, whether male or female, 
was also constrained in the range of choices available to them. The great majority of 
those who participated in the village settlement movement were unemployed 
workingmen and women. They were people who had spent months if not years tramping 
the streets in search of secure jobs and housing. There were many reasons why the village 
settlers did not lay claim to the same multitudinous possibilities and identities as the land 
radicals: the limitations imposed by their material circumstances is one of these.
With these considerations in mind, in this thesis I have adopted what the historian 
Kathleen Canning has called a “negotiated postmodernism”. I have assumed that class is 
a discursive concept, a social identity constituted by language, existing on the same plane 
as constituencies such as ‘the people’ or ‘the brotherhood of man’. At the same time, 
however, I am convinced that the construction of a discursive entity such as class is 
pressured and influenced by the material world. One’s social identity and world-view is 
necessarily affected by the vicissitudes of geography and economic depression, the 
particularities of sex and other forms of embodiment. It is not possible, as a result, to 
talk of the ontological experience of class as something which is produced by discourse. 
Instead, a complicated interrelationship exists between the two.39
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In negotiating the perspectives of postmodernism, one of Canning’s key ideas is that of 
inscription. Historical actors are not the mere puppets of discourse, she tells us; nor are 
they free from discursive structures when making sense of ontological reality. Instead, 
they inscribe the various discourses they encounter with their own particular meanings.60 
This concept has been particularly important for me in thinking through the role of 
women in the agrarian movements I discuss in this thesis. Using terms such as 
‘brotherhood’, ‘independence’ or ‘all who labour’, agrarian activists obviously appealed to 
masculine subjectivities. At the same time, however, there were women who participated 
in these movements. There was also an attempt amongst land radicals of both genders to 
merge their movement with the perspectives of first-wave feminism. In seeking to 
understand how this was possible, I have looked at the ways in which women and some 
men reinscribed the masculinist rhetoric of agrarianism to make room for women’s 
experiences.
Land radical women inscribed terms such as ‘brotherhood’ (a key concept in single tax 
discourse) with concepts of sisterhood and other familial relations. They also implied that 
a ‘spirit of brotherhood’ or ‘fraternity’ was one in which an ethic of care for one’s fellows 
took precedence. At Murtho, Elsie Birks presented this ethic of care as one to which 
women, with their so-called ‘feminine’ capacity for nurturing, could claim a particular 
contribution. Likewise, women at other village settlements seized upon the notion of 
making a home (a key concept in village settlement discourse) as a process in which they 
could participate. Making a home was a process which required both the ‘masculine’ 
labour of clearing the land, building houses, sowing crops, and also the ‘feminine’ labour 
of carting water, raising children, washing clothes, preparing meals and keeping house. In 
so doing, they failed to challenge the basic concepts of the feminine and the masculine, 
of ‘men’s’ and ‘women’s work’, a failure which limited their avenues for participation in 
the movement. However, it was never a simple matter of these movements being 
‘masculinist’ or ‘feminist’. The result instead was a tangled, incomplete and frequently 
contradictory attempt to merge the twTo.
Chapter five of this thesis explores the complexity of the messages that land radicalism 
sent its advocates about gender, looking in detail at Murtho. Murtho’s members made 
grandiloquent claims about the fact that the sexes would enjoy equal status on their
60 Canning, ‘Feminist history’, 373, 393—397.
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settlement. They also emphasised that ‘brotherhood’ began in the home, in the so-called 
feminine realm of religiosity and emotion. At the same time, Murtho’s men laid claim to 
a pioneering masculinity, often presenting themselves as hardy bushworkers with a 
contempt for the squatter and Fat Man. In spite of the community’s overtures to gender 
equality, these men maintained that women were to have no part in heavy pioneering 
work. A woman could pick fruit so long as she looked “womanly” doing it, and was 
otherwise expected to maintain her focus on the “family department”.61
What this meant was that a mishmash of gendered meanings was generated at the 
setdement. For Murtho’s women, it meant that the promise of gendered equality was 
offered as a tantalising possibility, and then denied. On the one hand, they were included 
as members with equal shares and voting rights in the Murtho cooperative. They were 
also included in the community’s commitment to ‘brotherhood’ as a utopian project: a 
project to transform society through the cultivation of daily acts of love towards one’s 
fellow's. On the other hand, their opportunity' to act on the community’s utopian ideals 
was sharply circumscribed by conventional notions of femininity and ‘women’s work’. 
For Murtho’s men, a multiplicity of masculinities were on offer, ranging from the 
sentimental brother to the hard-working pioneer; from the robust manual labourer to the 
‘bourgeois’ family man. Forging a coherent political identity from these eclectic materials 
w'as at the very least a problematic exercise. No doubt it contributed to Murtho’s failure 
as a utopian community. Both the lack of clarity the men felt about their masculine 
identity and the disillusionment Murtho’s women felt about the unfulfilled promise of 
gender equality would also have contributed to the failure of land radicalism at large. The 
gendered complexities played out at Murtho thus give us an insight into why the land
radicals failed to achieve what Patrick Joyce has called “a workable sense of political
?? 62agency .
Conventionally, labour historians have assumed that the ‘rise of class’ was something 
which took place in the late 1880s and was consolidated with the experience of the Great 
Strike. Often, there is the assumption that the arrival of class-based subjectivities in this
61 Elsie Birks to Blanch Vivian, 27 February 1897, Elsie Birks Papers; Evidence o f Oscar Hooper, ‘Report 
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period extinguished those which preceded them/” From this perspective, agrarian 
idealists or utopian populists in the 1880—90s appear as throwbacks to an outmoded way 
of looking at society, one which contrasted starkly to the “modernity of class”.64 A 
number of oppositions have attended this assumption: an opposition between liberalism 
and socialism, and also between utopian/populist and ‘modern’ sensibilities. Cultural 
historians often rely on a similar set of oppositions: ‘archaic’ religiosity versus ‘modern’ 
secularism, faith versus rationality, and so on/” In my sixth and final chapter, I focus on 
the land radicals’ efforts to do away with this opposition between religion and scientific 
rationality. Reformers such as Charles Strong and Harry Taylor attempted to bring about 
a reconciliation between faith and science, looking to irrigation as a symbol of how this 
might be achieved. Just as irrigation was an ancient practice which had “had a new spirit 
breathed into it by modern engineering”, they saw religion as an ancient system of beliefs 
which could be enlightened by the latest scientific discoveries.66 They also espoused a 
kind of ‘evolutionär}7 millennialism’ — a belief that the Kingdom of God might be 
evolved on earth through good works, effectively combining Darwinian and 
conventional Christian ideas.
W here M urtho  fits  in
I began this discussion with a description of Elsie Birks and her friends reading 
Romantic poetry al fresco at Murtho. The Murtho experiment has fascinated me 
throughout the research and writing of this thesis. For someone searching for evidence 
of an environmental consciousness amongst Australia’s land radicals, it was wonderful to 
read Elsie Birks’s descriptions of the “glorious view” of the Murray; of the walks she 
conducted with her class to collect wildflowers, and of the reading group she joined in a 
gully with a small group of her peers. This account was all the more to be prized because 
of its rarity — any sort of description of the countryside is rare in the writings left behind 
by the single tax community.6
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Shirley Fitzgerald, Rising Damp: Sydney 1870—90, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1987, 3; John 
Rickard, Class and Politics: New South Wales, Victoria and the Early Commonwealth, 1890-1910, Australian 
National University Press, Canberra, 1976, 37, 288—9.
64 Joyce, Visions, 218.
65 Morris, ‘Panorama’, 171.
66 Alfred Deakin, Irrigated India. A h Australian View of India and Ceylon. Their Irrigation and Agriculture, E A  
Petherick, Melbourne, 1893, 141.
67 Elsie Birks to Blanch Vivian, 14 and 18 October 1895, Elsie Birks Papers.
35
Another reason for my interest in Murtho is the fact that its location in the Murray 
Riverland highlights the land radicals’ concentration on the region. The fact that Murtho 
was close to Renmark meant that many single taxers related it to their hopes for the 
Riverland at large. If successful, both Murtho and other village setdements on the Murray 
would prove that small-scale cultivation of the land using irrigation was viable with very 
little capital. As such, it would hold out the promise that Renmark, Mildura, and their 
surrounding territories, might be developed as heartlands for ‘the people’.
The final reason that I have returned and returned to Murtho is the fact that at first 
glance it is such an anomaly. A village settlement unlike any of the others formed in 
Australia, comprising single taxers evidently unusual among their peers, I found it very 
hard to know what to make of Murtho over the course of writing this thesis. New 
Australia has fascinated labour historians of the 1890s for similar reasons. Both Murtho 
and New Australia were obviously unusual in that their participants represented such a 
tiny minority within the radical and labour movements of their time. They were very 
much in keeping with the utopian literature read avidly by the radical and labour 
community, however, and were also in keeping with reports of attempts to create ideal 
societies-in-miniature overseas. Two utopian romances read widely by land radicals were 
Ignatius Donnelly’s Caesar's Column (1890), and Theodor Her2ka’s ¥ reeland (1890), in 
which a band of reformers travelled to Africa to set up a civilisation de novo there/’8 Closer 
to home, David Andrade’s The Melbourne Riots (1892), and Horace Tucker’s The New 
Arcadia (1894) described similar efforts in Gippsland, Victoria/’9
When people read the utopian fiction of the 1880—90s, they did not necessarily want to 
rush to Africa or Gippsland themselves. Nor did they necessarily believe that utopian 
experimentation on such a miniature scale, engaging in pre-industrial cultivation, was the 
best way to change the world. Nonetheless, experiments such as Murtho and New 
Australia served an important function amongst the radical community in the 1890s. This 
was because they underlined and gave impetus to the radicals’ consciousness of
68 Ignatius Donnelly, Caesar's Column: A Story o f  the Twentieth Century, Harvard University Press, Cambridge: 
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themselves as utopian reformers. The fact that some of their colleagues were voyaging to 
the Murray or New Australia to forge new ways of living helped Australian radicals 
define themselves as people interested in alternadve desires and social configurations. 
The two communides also drew much of their form and impetus from the internadonal 
utopian literature in which the radical community was saturated, much of which served a 
similarly inspirational purpose.
A photograph of Murtho, c. 1895, sent by Elsie Birks to Blanch Vivian. 
The house in the foreground is the one in which she lived with John 
Napier and Anne Birks; the house to the right is the one she moved into 
with Erskine Gilmour after their marriage. Photograph courtesy of State 
Library of South Australia, B 63017.
*
The question of failure is one that appears again and again in this discussion of land- 
based utopianism. Both the histories of utopian experimentation and agrarian idealism 
are littered with the impedimenta of failure: the cast-off shoes of worn-out labourers, the 
broken friendships of former collaborators, the ruined hillsides denuded of trees, the soil 
salinity caused by irrigation. This was certatinly the landscape left behind by Murtho’s 
members in 1900, and many of its features could also be found in the districts around 
Renmark and Mildura. Given this, it can be very difficult to grapple with the utopian 
agrarian movements of the late nineteenth century. One feels pressured either to give an 
over-enthusiastic account of their early promise, or else to dismiss them on the basis that
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they did not succeed. Bruce Scates’ A New Australia was in many ways a sustained 
attempt to come to terms with the same problems. Scates’ work concerned the socialists, 
anarchists and single taxers of the 1890s, all of whom were the losers of the protean 
polidcal struggles taking place during that decade. Ultimately, for him, it was necessary to 
realise “the real play of historical possibilities” apparent in these people’s politics. As far 
as it was possible, Scates looked at their ideas and longings as they appeared at the time 
rather than from the vantage-point of their failure, an approach similar to that adopted in 
this thesis.70
As Ruth Levitas has also suggested, utopianism is essentially about the “education of 
desire”. Utopianism, in other words, is about teaching us how and what we might long 
for when imagining a better future. If the world is to become a more beautiful, or a more 
just, or a more durable place, suggests Levitas, it is necessary first to sharpen our visions 
of what this might mean. 1 This idea has been important in framing my own approach to 
the utopianism of agrarian thinkers and activists in late nineteenth-century Australia. In 
learning to imagine a future play of possibilities, the history of utopian desire — even its 
apparent failures — has surely a valuable part to play. The longings of a woman such as 
Elsie Birks at Murtho, or of a man like Charles Strong in Melbourne, may provide us 
both with critical lessons and inspiration. In so doing, they may serve to educate our own 
desires.
70 Scates, A New Australia, 8—9, 206—8.
71 See Levitas’s chapter on William Morris, entitled ‘The education of desire: The rediscovery o f William 
Morris’, in Ruth Levitas, The Concept o f  Utopia, Phillip Alan, London, 1990, 106—130, especially 127—130; cf 
Tom Moylan, ‘Utopian studies: Sharpening the debate’ (rev. art.), Science Fiction Studies, 19:1, March 1992, 
E-journal produced by DePauw University, Greencastle, United States, 
<http: / Avww.depauw.edu/s fs /review essays /moyl56.htm>. viewed 12 July 2005.
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Chapter One
‘A history of environmental concern5 
Land radicals of the late nineteenth century
This earth was not originally created for land syndicate and sub-division purposes.
Australian Standard, 28 January 1890.1
In Peter Carey’s novel Oscar and Lucinda (1988), Miss Lucinda Leplastrier travels by ship 
to Australia during the 1860s. On the way, she has the bad luck to share a meal with Mr 
Borrodaile from Ultimo. Borrodaile is a figure we all recognise from British period 
drama: fat, boorish, rich, self-opinionated, and very red about the nose from drink. He 
has made a great fortune, Carey tells us, “out of buying land and chopping it up”. He 
hopes to make another fortune out of animals — in their case he is stricdy “a tallow 
man, a chop-them-up-and-boil-them-dowrn-man”, something of which he is exceedingly 
proud. This approach to the colonial environment is profoundly offensive to Lucinda. 
Buying land and chopping it up is “a calling which moves her to great anger”. If she had 
enough money to buy land, she tells Borrodaile, she would cherish it beyond measure, 
treating it “in accordance with what I understand the parable of the talents instructs us 
to”. If she had property to call her own, she would use it to “make something that was 
not there before”, sticking to it through “good seasons and bad”. 2
Oscar and L/tcinda was neither set nor, of course, written at the same time as the land 
nationalisation and single tax campaigns of the mid—1880s and 1890s. As a form of 
distilled agrarianism, however, Lucinda’s attitudes to the environment have a great deal in 
common with these latter-day campaigns. Land nationalisers and single taxers shared 
Lucinda’s hatred of land speculators and the ‘money interest’, her resentment at the 
massive fortunes made from land monopoly, and her belief in the moral value both of 
using the land and of sticking to it. Like Lucinda, they also saw themselves as sharply 
distinct from the Borrodailes around them. They despised the “belltoppered gentlemen” 
in their midst: men who did nothing but collect rent and buy up land for subdivision and
' Anon., ‘The Congregational Church and the Single Tax’, Australian Standard, 28 January 1890, 7.
2 Peter Carey, Oscar and Lucinda, Queensland University Press, St Lucia, 2001, 238—39.
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development.’ Landlords and speculators, they argued, were idle and wasteful in 
character, as was their treatment of the land.
In criticising the atdtudes of land monopolists, the land nationalisers and single taxers 
followed a long agrarian tradition. LMike most agrarian activists of previous decades in 
Australia, they married this critique to an opposition to traditional property rights. 
Neither Lucinda nor the mid nineteenth-century advocates of free selection would have 
rejected the financial privileges associated with freehold title to land. Land radicals, on 
the other hand, argued that it was unconscionable for individuals to keep the profits 
made from rent or playing the property market. They sought for these profits to be used 
instead for services to benefit the public at large.
It should be apparent even from this short discussion that there was considerable 
diversity in colonial attitudes towards the Australian environment. Gesturing at this 
diversity was evidently one of Carey’s objects in Oscar and Lttcinda. Certainly his 
sympathetic rendition of Lucinda’s agrarianism can be read in this light. As a reader of 
environmental histories of Australia you could, however, be excused for being oblivious 
to this multiplicity of views. In works by green historians such as William Lines, the 
variety of colonial approaches to the environment is reduced to the monotony of tallow. 
The chop-it-up-or-boil-them-down approach of men such as Borrodaile is condemned in 
the same terms as the attitudes of ‘agrarian’ reformers. Each is lambasted as utilitarian 
and mercenary, evidence of the fact that Australia’s white invaders “felt no emotional ties 
to the land”.3 4
In this chapter, I show that an early form of environmentalism was articulated within the 
land radical movements of late nineteenth-century Australia. Of course, not all land 
nationalisers and single taxers expressed sensitive views towards the environment. They 
had inherited a utilitarian attitude to nature from the long tradition of British agrarian 
thought, tending to see any ‘unimproved territory’ as morally reprehensible. Their 
perspective on wilderness was thus patently distinct from that of most environmentalists 
today. In spite of this, there are unmistakable correspondences between the land 
radicalism of the 1880—90s and contemporary environmentalism. The land nationalisers 
and single taxers felt a righteous anger at the idea that land could be viewed as a 
commodity. They articulated an impassioned opposition to the windfall profits made by
3 W H Hardy, ‘Letter to the editor’, Adelaide Observer (hereafter Observe/), 29 November 1884.
4 William Lines, Taming the Great South hand, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1992, 96.
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land speculators. They also criticised the system of property rights which allowed a 
minority to live in relatively pristine environments, whilst condemning the rest to living 
in degraded conditions. Drawing from the ideological milieu of John Ruskin and William 
Morris in England, a small number of land radicals even called for a return to small-scale 
living in harmony with nature. Forming part of the history of environmentalism in this 
country, the land radicalism of the late nineteenth century thus requires a more careful 
exploration than it has received in green historiography to date.
Against the bell-toppered Borrodailes of the day
Single tax propaganda in the newspaper, i roice, 27 July 1894
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‘A better state o f society for a ll’: An overview o fland  rad ica l ideas
The specific ideas leading to the establishment of the single tax and land nationalisation 
movements appeared in Australia in the early 1880s. The land nationalisation campaign 
originated in Britain in 1881, associated with the natural scientist Alfred Russel Wallace. 
Organisations based on Wallace’s ideas were formed in Australia from 18847 The single 
tax campaign, on the other hand, originated in America through the single-minded 
promotion of the journalist Henry George. George’s most famous text, Progress and 
Poverty, was published in America in 1878 and in Britain the following year. Shortly 
afterwards, it was attracting discussion in Australian journals and papers. Single Tax 
Leagues and other bodies expressly based on George’s ideas had begun appearing across 
the colonies by the mid to late 1880s.5 6 7
Wallace and George’s theories were not original. Both the idea of nationalising property 
and of a single tax on land had a long history by the 1880s. A small number of groups 
promoting State leasing or land taxation had appeared in Australia in the 1870s, 
influenced by liberal groups such as John Stuart Mill’s Land Tenure Reform League in 
Britain. The land radicals also drew on the ideas of British agrarian reformers from the 
early nineteenth century: the utopian dissident Thomas Spence, or the Chartist preacher 
Reverend Patrick Brewster.8 For the Sydney single taxer Percy Meggy, Henry George’s 
predecessors were an amalgam of liberal and radical agrarian reformers: Thomas Spence, 
Thomas Carlyle, Thomas Paine, and “James Mill”.9 In spite of these historical 
connections, what made George and Wallace’s ideas appear novel in their time was their 
attempt to insert them into a series of very contemporary debates: socialism,
5 Peter Hall, Dennis Hardy and Colin Ward, ‘Commentators’ introduction’, in Ebenezer Howard, To- 
Morrow: A  Peaceful Path to Real Reform, Routledge, London, 2003, 3.
6 Lloyd G Churchward, ‘The American influence on the Australian labour movement’, Historical Studies 
5:19, November 1952, 259—60. For a list o f George’s works and dates of publications, see Bertram Stevens 
Papers, Mitchell Library, ML DOC 213.
7 Wallace himself was a one-time member o f Mill’s Land Tenure Reform League. Frederick Aalen, ‘English 
origins’ in Stephen V Ward, ed, The Garden City: Past, Present and Future, E & FN Spon, London, 1992, 46. 
On Australian land radical groups in the 1870s, see Airlie Worrall, ‘The New Crusade: The Origins, 
Activities, and Influence of the Single Tax Leagues, 1889—1895’, Masters Thesis, University o f Melbourne, 
1978, 59. On other Australian antecedents to the land radicalism of the 1880—90s, see Rae Else-Mitchell, 
Hegaaes of the Nineteenth Century Hand Reformers From Melville to Geoige, University o f Queensland Press, St 
Lucia, 1975. On a discussion o f international antecedents to the single tax theory, see Arthur Nichols 
Young, The Single Tax Movement in the United States, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1916, 3—12; and 
on the ‘land question’ more generally: Roy Douglas, hand, People and Politics: A  History of the Hand Question in 
the United Kingdom, 1878—1952, Allison & Busby, London, 1976.
8 Anon., ‘The land gospel according to Spence’, Our Commonwealth, 5 June 1886, 20; Reverend Patrick 
Brewster, ‘The right to land: A Chartist sermon’, Single Tax, 20 May 1896, 3.
9 Percy R Meggy, ‘Henry George and his predecessors’, Sydney Quarterly Magazine, March 1890, 58—60.
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‘cooperation’, the ‘labour question’, industrialisation, rural depopulation, urbanisation, 
and related environmental issues. What also made them distinctive were the lengths to 
which the land radicals went to popularise their message. As a man who had left school 
in his early teens, George was defiandy proud of his self-education and his ability to 
render ‘high falutin’ concepts explicable to the everyday person on the street. (“Labour 
don’t want charity”, he was fond of saying in his Philadelphian drawl.)111 As a scientist 
educated at mechanics institutes rather than the university, Wallace W'as also sufficiently 
identified with the ‘everyman’ to gain a popular audience for his ideas.11
Wallace was a fervent advocate for the cause of land nationalisation. He bombarded 
British journals with articles on the subject in the early 1880s, each characteristically 
energetic and prolix.1- As a busy professional and inept public speaker, he was, however, 
a reluctant leader of the movement. He was well-known in his day for his ‘discovery’ of 
the theory of natural selection at the same time as Charles Darwin. In addition to land 
reform, he was also interested in spiritualism, anti-vaccination, and other idiosyncratic 
causes.1’ George, on the other hand, was a relentless and single-minded publicist of his 
ideas. He travelled on many lecture tours throughout America and the United Kingdom 
during the 1880—90s. In 1890 he came to Australasia, giving lectures to packed audiences 
in town halls and exhibition buildings. By this time, his popularity had indeed 
approached meteoric heights. For some, George was “the most discussed man in 
England after Gladstone himself’; for others, he was “the third most famous man in the 
United States, only surpassed ...by Thomas Edison and Mark Twain”. At the very least, 
he wras a household name in Australia and New Zealand.14
Along with the striking differences between the leading figures of the land nationalisation 
and single tax movements, there were also significant differences in their ideas. Land 
nationalisers claimed that property ownership should be abolished through state
10 Henry George, The handfor the People: An Address Delivered By Henry George at Ashton-Under-hyne, England, 
Port Adelaide Taxation Reform League, Port Adelaide, 1889, 6; Daniel Aaron, Men of Good Hope: A  Story of 
American Progressives, Oxford University Press, New York, 1961, 67—68.
11 Frank Turner, Between Science and Religion: The Reaction to Scientific Naturalism in hate Victorian England, Yale 
University Press, London, 1974, 69.
12 The full text o f many o f these articles is available on-line at ‘The Alfred Russel Wallace Page’, Document 
created by Charles H Smith, Western Kentucky University, Bowling Green: Kentucky, (2000), 
<http://www.wku.edu/~smithch/>, viewed 4 October 2004.
13 Alfred Russel Wallace, Sly hife: A  Record of Events and Opinions, vol 2, George Bell, London, 1905, 240; 
Peter Raby, Alfred Russel Wallace: A  hife, Chatto & Windus, London, 2001, 228—235.
14 Elwood P Lawrence, cited in Douglas, hand. People and Politics, 47; Anonymous, “Who was Henry 
George?’, Document created by The Plenty George Institute, New York, <www.henrygeorge.org>, viewed 
29 April 2004.
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resumption of privately-owned land. With this emphasis on state ownership, they were 
“closer to the mainstream of developing socialist thought” than the single taxers.15 
George’s followers, on the other hand, opposed private profit from unimproved land 
rather than private ownership itself. They argued that the existing system of individual 
land titles should remain intact. Instead of formally resuming property, the state should 
tax all ‘unearned’ land values, and at the same time do away with other taxes. Single 
taxers had no problem with profits made from land due to improvements directly 
attributable to the landowner (profits made, for example, through renovations on a 
house in order to increase its value). They staunchly opposed any profit, however, made 
from rent or from a general rise in land values. This profit, as they saw it, properly 
belonged to the public at large. The single taxers thus argued that individual land 
ownership could coexist with state expropriation of land values, subscribing to an 
intriguing combination of liberal, radical agrarian, and socialist ideas.16
In spite of their differences, the land nationalisation and single tax movements were 
often seen as synonymous. This was obviously the case after 1890, for during the course 
of George’s Australian tour that year the land nationalisation campaign was absorbed 
into the single tax movement. There had always been ardent followers of George within 
the Land Nationalisation Leagues and Societies before his arrival in the country. Splits 
had occurred between Wallaceites and Georgeites in these bodies by the late 1880s, 
leading to the establishment of splinter land taxation groups in most colonies. Influenced 
by what Marx called George’s “Yankee talent for advertisement”, the remaining land
15 Stanley Buder, Visionaries and Planners: The Garden City Movement and the Modem Community, Oxford 
University Press, New York, 1990, 21.
16 There were o f course a great number o f people who were interested in land reform during the 1880—90s, 
using some of the same rhetoric as single taxers or land nationalisers, but without calling for an end to 
property rights as traditionally conceived. Reverend Charles Strong was a member o f the Victorian STL in 
1890, for example; at the same time he made public statements denying he was a single taxer. “I don’t 
believe in sudden revolutions, but all the same, I think we must come to some form o f land 
nationalisation”, he told a Hobart paper. “Whether that is to be accomplished by way of a land tax, or by 
some great measure o f land resumption, I do not know”. (Anon., ‘The social problem. The Rev Dr Strong 
on its economic cause’, undated clipping in Percy R Meggy, Scrap Books, Mitchell Library, Q040/3—7, vol 
4, 80). In Sydney, ‘Banjo’ Paterson argued for “the necessity o f land reform” whilst going to some lengths 
to distinguish himself from the Georgists. (“Henry George wants to burst up the present system on which 
all our credit and business is founded, and leave us without anything in its place”. A  B Paterson, Australia 
fo r  the Australians. A Political Pamphlet, Shewing the Necessity fo r  Land Preform, Combined with Protection, Gordon & 
Gotch, Sydney, n.d., 16, 23). Still others declared themselves in favour o f ‘land taxation’, although this 
declaration could differ wildly in content from person to person. For George Reid, soon-to-be-premier o f 
New South Wales, it entailed only a very modest impost per acre, to be combined with a similarly modest 
income tax. This was a very different proposition to the single tax, which was intended as an impost on the 
entire unimproved value of the land, combined with the abolition o f all other taxes. (John Rickard, Class 
and Politics-. New South Wales, Victoiia and the Early Commonwealth, 1890—1910, Australian National University 
Press, Canberra, 1976, 69—70).
44
nationalisation societies disbanded after hearing him speak in mid—1890. The majority o f 
their members joined the breakaway land taxation bodies, now triumphantly 
reconstituted as Single Tax Leagues.17
Even before this, however, land nationalisers and single taxers had frequendy laboured to 
emphasise their similarities rather than their differences. Many o f George’s supporters 
argued that the single tax was simply a form o f de facto land nationalisation. Both groups 
were committed to the abolition o f private property rights as traditionally conceived, but 
at the same time saw a role for the continuation o f government. This distinguished their 
ideas from those o f the anarchists, who were also opposed to private property.18
Land nationalisers and single taxers also drew alike on agrarian ideas in order to criticise 
the disproportionate growth o f colonial cities; the lack o f basic infrastructure such as 
water and sewerage works in suburbs and towns; the well-publicised horrors o f urban 
overcrowding and slums; and the increased poverty, vagrancy and industrial unrest on 
city streets during the depression. ‘The land question’ was at the bottom o f these social 
ills, they claimed. Anyone who was committed to finding a bloodless solution to this 
‘question’ should make common cause, regardless o f the doctrinal differences between 
them. Both before George’s tour and afterwards, most single taxers and land 
nationalisers thus saw themselves as mutual participants in an overarching utopian ‘push’ 
to regenerate society based on radical land reform. All those “who have the question of
17 Karl Marx, cited in John L Thomas, Alternative America: Henry George, Edward Bellamy, Hemy Demurest Eloyd 
and the Adversary Tradition, Harvard University Press, Cambridge: Massachusetts, 1983, 181; Bruce Scates, A 
New Australia: Citizenship, Radicalism and the First Republic, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1997, 14. 
On the confusion between land nationalisation and the single tax, see Douglas, Land, People and Politics, 46— 
47; Single Tax (Sydney), 25 July 1893, 3; George Black, Land Nationalization: Compensation not Confiscation, 
Worker, Sydney, n.d., 2.
18 Anarchists tended to be stridently critical of the land radicals on the basis of their commitment to the 
state and on their refusal to specifically target the institution of capital. J A Andrews was certainly an 
opponent of the single tax, publishing a critique of George’s proposals and devoting a fair part of an 
unpublished novel to demolishing single taxers’ optimistic view of the future. David Andrade’s The 
Melbourne Riots (1892) began with a devastating critique of state tyranny towards political agitators and the 
unemployed, based on the execution of Haymarket anarchists after a bomb killed several police at one of 
their demonstrations in Chicago. George supported the manifestly unjust trial given to the Haymarket 
anarchists, losing him the support of anarchists and labour enthusiasts across the United States, a 
circumstance of which Andrade was undoubtedly aware. Having said this, however, there was no absolute 
opposition between Australian anarchists and single taxers. The Melbourne anarchist Chummy Fleming 
called himself a single taxer at different periods during his life; the single taxers Lewis Berens and Ignatious 
Singer also claimed that there was no incompatibility between George’s ideas and anarchism. On J A 
Andrews, see his ‘The single tax from the anarchist view’, Australian Radical, 1:3, April 1890, and ‘The 
Triumph of Freedom’, J A Andrews Papers, Sam Merrifield Collection, Box 16. On Andrade and George’s 
views on the Haymarket affair, see: David Andrade, The Melbourne Riots, Or How Harry Holdfast Emancipated 
the Workers, Andrade & Co., Melbourne, 1892, 1—26; Thomas, Alternative America, 230—31. On Chummy 
Fleming, see Bob James, Chummy Fleming — A Brief Biography (1863—1950), Libertarian Resources/Monty 
Miller Press, 1986; cf Lewis Berens and Ignatious Singer, Government fo r  the People, E W Cole, Melbourne, 
n.d., 104.
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real land reform at heart” were united, the Adelaide single taxer E J Hiscock declared. By 
joining together in the cause of land reform, land radicals of all stripes were working to 
“break down prejudice, dispel ignorance, and bring about a better state of society for 
alT.19
L and N ationalisation : (Its N ecessity and  A im s’
A Land Nationalization Society was first formed in London in 1881. The most thorough 
enunciation of the Society’s ideas may be found in Land Nationalisation: Its Necessity and 
Aims, a work published by Wallace in 1883. This work decried the system of land 
monopoly that had cast the majority of British people off their commons, shut them off 
from “the wild and beautiful scenery of their native land”, and sent them to eke out a 
miserable living in inner-city slums and factories.20 Wallace had been one of the leading 
activists in the tight by the Commons Preservation Society to save Epping Forest (in 
north east of Greater London) from enclosure and destruction during the 1870s. It is 
thus no surprise that his land nationalisation group was formed within a few years of 
another early environmentalist body in Britain, the National Footpaths Preservation 
Society.21 (In Land Nationalisation, he denounced ‘the stopping of footpaths’ and “the 
destruction of roadside greens”). Wallace wanted the people’s dependence on capitalists 
to be removed by the creation of “small associated communities of workmen, by home 
manufactures, or cooperative workshops”. Fie also wanted the labourer to be given the 
“freedom to enjoy and cultivate a portion of his native soil”.22
So far as the London Land Nationalization Society was concerned, the process of 
nationalising the land would take place as follows. Firstly, the State would declare 
ownership of all land, to become operative after a set period (say five years). During this 
period, a team of experts would assess all properties or tracts of land to determine its 
basic ‘unimproved’ value and the value of any improvements on it carried out by the 
existing occupiers. From then on, the occupiers would pay the State rent based on the
19 E J Hiscock in Voice, 17 March 1893. Comments to this effect also appear in the correspondence of 
Adelaide single taxer George Napier Birks in the late 1880s. In one letter, for example, Birks registers 
disagreement with the actions o f some Port Adelaide single taxers, but subordinates this disagreement to 
his enthusiasm for the cause overall: “Personally I do not agree with the Port people changing their name 
so as to secure the co-operation o f Protectionists... but far be it for me to hinder the efforts o f such earnest 
workers”. George Napier Birks to J O Sutherland, Birks Family Papers, Mitchell Library, ML MSS 2732, 2.
20 Alfred Russel Wallace, Land Nationalisation: Its Necessity and Aims, William Reeves, London, 1883, 231; 
Raby, Alfred Russel Wallace, 228—9.
21 VC allace, Land Nationalisation, 219-20; Jan Marsh, Back to the Land: The Pastoral Impulse in England, from 
1880 to 1914, Quartet Books, London, 1982, 49.
22 Wallace, Land Nationalisation, 231, 17.
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unimproved value of the land, but would retain ownership in the improvements, called a 
‘tenant-right’, which could be sold or transferred. Holding a tenant-right over a property 
gave someone a right of possession over it. For those who currendy had no land, and/or 
capital to buy out the exisdng tenant-right on a property, a one-off choice of waste or 
unoccupied land would be offered by the state, up to five acres in size. In this way, 
everyone would come to have “an ample space on which to live”. Great aggregations of 
property would be decimated, and the benefit of rising land values would go to the 
community at large.-3
Although Wallace never visited Australia, his Land Nationalization Society was the 
prototype for a body of the same name in South Australia, established in the copper­
mining town of Kapunda in May 1884.-4 Like its British counterpart, this body proposed 
that the best way to abolish land monopoly was to vest all property tides in the Crown. It 
called for an immediate halt to the sale of public lands in the colony. All land already sold 
to private owners should be repurchased over a number of years, with a policy of Crown 
leases instead put in place. Eventually, the state would hold all property dtles in the 
country, entrusting the management of this vast public estate to “non-political boards” 
assisted by expert land valuers. As a result, everyone (so the theory went) would have 
security of tenure on a small property which was effectively their own. They would pay a 
“reasonable” rent based on the unimproved value of their land, retaining ownership over 
their own improvements.-5
In the mid—1880s, branches of the South Australian Land Nationalization Society were 
opened in some of the colony’s rural or mining centres, and also in Adelaide and its 
suburbs.26 Land Nationalisation Leagues were established in other colonies over the 
proceeding years. In New South Wales, a League first appeared in Forbes in 1887; later, 
branches were established all over the countryside — amongst other places, at Lithgow, 
Goulburn, Cowra, Wagga Wagga, Gundegai, Bourke, Young, and Bathurst — and also in 
Sydney. In Queensland, Land Nationalisation Leagues appeared in Gympie, Charters 
Towers, Maroon, and Brisbane in the late 1880s. A short-lived Land Nationalisation
23 Ibid., 216 -217 .
24 Anon., ‘Land Nationalization Society at Kapunda’, Obseiver, 17 May 1884; cf Adelaide Advertiser, 22 May 
1884; The South Australian Land Nationalization Society' (hereafter referred to as SALNS) was evidently 
influenced by Wallace’s ideas, as approving references to his Land Nationalisation appear in SALNS, ‘The 
accumulation of wealth’, Pamphlet No 2, Adelaide, May 1884, 2.
25 SALNS, Manifesto o f  the SALNS, Adelaide, 1884, 23; Wallace, Land Nationalisation, 192—94; A J Ogilvy, A 
Colonist’s Plea fo r  Land Nationalisation, London, n.d.
26 Observer, 1 August 1885.
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Society appeared in Victoria in 1884, with similar bodies forming in towns such as 
Echuca from late 1887. Further, Hobart and Richmond became the centres of small land 
nadonalisation groups in Tasmania from the late 1880s.2
A personal link existed between the Tasmanian Land Nadonalizadon Society and the 
parent Society in Britain. This took the form of Arthur John Ogilvy, a Tasmanian farmer 
and public servant. After developing a keen interest in land nationalisation in Richmond 
during the late 1870s, Ogilvy went to London in 1889 to take up the position of vice- 
president of Wallace’s Land Nationalization Society. Later, he returned to Tasmania and 
continued his interest in land nationalisation there. That Ogilvy took this interest 
seriously is evident not only from his sojourn in London, but also the renunciation of his 
share in a large estate in Richmond. He believed that to inherit such a property would 
have flown in the face of his commitment to land nationalisation.2*
The em ergence o f the single tax movem ent and  its  ideas
The final years of the 1880s were a period of transition for Australian land radicals. Many 
of the Land Nationalisation Leagues or Societies formed in the last years of the 1880s 
were essentially Georgist in character. They either changed their names to Single Tax 
Leagues in 1890—91 or quietly disappeared. By the end of George’s Australian tour in 
1890, almost no one spoke of Wallace in relation to the ‘land question’. It was all George 
and his single tax. “It is impossible... to move about among different sections of the 
community without being struck with the amount of enquiry to which his teaching has 
given rise”, wrote the South Australian Observer shortly after George left the colony. 
Those who approved of his ideas were extravagant in their praise; those who 
disapproved were equally hyperbolic in their denunciations of his theories. To the 
anarchist Australian Radical, George was little better than a “Salvationist or Methodist 
ranter”. Sydney’s Australian Star, a protectionist daily, published flagrantly and 
occasionally hilariously hostile titles throughout George’s lecture tour, viz: “Henry 
George at Bathurst. A Disheartening Reception”; “Single Tax a Double Deception”; 
“Henry George Afraid”. “In America, where Henry George was born”, wrote Adelaide’s
27 Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, 90—94; Churchward, ‘The American influence’, 261; cf Sam Mernfield’s 
notes on the Victorian LNS, Sam Merrifleld Collection, La Trobe Library, Boxes 45 and 48.
28 Anon., ‘Arthur James Ogilvy (1834—1914)’, Australian Dictionaiy o f  Biography, (hereafter ADB), ed. N B 
Nairn, A G Serle, R B Ward, Melbourne University Press, Carlton, 1969, vol 5, 359—360.
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Frearson’s Journal, “he is looked upon as a drivelling lunadc; in England he is looked upon 
as a dangerous schemer. For ourselves, we presume him a little of both”.29
With all the heat generated by George in the press, Single Tax Leagues spread like 
brushfire throughout the colonies. By 1891, there were at least fifteen branches of the 
Single Tax League in New South Wales. Leagues were also forming rapidly in other 
colonies.30 Further, throughout the 1890s, there was a range of other bodies which 
subscribed to most (if not all) of George’s ideas. Amongst these were the Wagga Wagga 
Land Tax League, the Dubbo Land Tax Associadon, assorted Land Reform 
Associadons, Land Values Taxadon Associadons, Leasing Land Leagues, Women’s 
Taxation Leagues, and the like.’1 Many of these bodies’ members took a flexible 
approach to their nomenclature, if not also to the organisations themselves. One year, a 
group would call itself the Women’s Social and Political Reform League, the next it 
would have reconstituted itself as the Women’s Land Reform League. One minute, a 
land radical branch wrould have opened in Grenfell or Nymagee, the next it would have 
quietly disbanded.32
Essentially, single taxers argued that there were two primary evils in society: taxes and 
private property in land. Society’s worst failing was that it took money from those who 
worked for their living, and at the same time allowed landowners to profit from others’ 
labour without lifting a finger themselves. Taxes, as they saw it, were a violation of moral 
law. “They take by force what belongs to the individual alone”, as George put it.’3 Even 
worse were the vast sums of money made by speculators, simply by buying up properties 
and waiting for their value to appreciate, or else by landlords making money by collecting
2<) Observer, 14 June 1890, 1129; Max Hirsch, ‘A perplexed philosopher’, Beacon, 1 June 1893, 28; ‘Henry 
George in Sydney\ Australian Radical, March 1890, 5; Australian Star, 5 February 1890, 4; 17 March 1890, 7; 
18 March 1890, 3; Frearson’s journal, cited in Bulletin, 29 March 1884, 3.
30 F Picard, ‘Henry George and the labour split o f 1891’, Historical Studies, 6:21, 1953, 49; Churchward, ‘The 
American influence’, 261.
31 On the Wagga Wagga Land Tax League and Dubbo Land Tax Association, see Worrall, ‘The New 
Crusade’, 91. (in the South Australian Land Reform Association, see n67 below. Re Victorian Land Values 
Taxation Association and Bendigo’s Leasing Land League (and many others), see Worrall, ibid., Appendix 
III. Re Women’s Taxation League o f New South Wales: see D L Clark, “‘Roasting the landowner before a 
slow fire”: The origins of rating on unimproved land values’, in Jill Roe, ed., Twentieth Century Sydney: Studies 
in Urban and Social History, Hale & Iremonger, Sydney: 1980, 139.
32 Note the Port Adelaide Single Tax League, first formed under that name in late 1889, shordy afterwards 
channging its name to the ‘Taxation Reform Association’, and then back to the ‘Single Tax League’ in 
1890: George Napier Birks to J O Sutherland, 12 September 1889, Birks Family Papers, 1. See also Worrall, 
‘The New Crusade’, 117—18. Re Women’s Land Reform League in Adelaide: see Catherine Helen Spence, 
An Autobiography, ed. Jeanne Young, Libraries Board o f South Australia, Adelaide, 1975, 79.
33 Flenry George, The Condition of Tabour. An Open Tetter to Tope Leo XIII, Henry George Foundation 
(Australia), Melbourne, 1930, 14.
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rents. In both cases, the profit made by landowners was an ‘unearned increment’, derived 
from that “value (which) attaches to land irrespective of any labour on it”. 4
There were various reasons why single taxers were opposed to individuals profiting from 
the unearned increment of land. The first was that they believed that nature was a 
common resource. Since God had “created the earth for man and man for the earth”, no 
one had the right to set up their own title to land.35 This emphasis on God and the equal 
entitlement of all people to nature underscored the discourse of radical land reformers in 
the late nineteenth century. According to the Adelaide single taxer Harry Taylor, land 
was “the common heritage of the great Allfather to his children, and any human law that 
denies to the feeblest mortal his share in the common patrimony is an attempt at the 
negation of justice”. The South Australian Land Nationalization Society made a similar 
declaration, claiming that land was “the great storehouse which a beneficent Creator 
threw open to all his creatures alike”.36
Allied to this belief was the single taxers’ understanding of the way land values were 
generated. “The lands which yield the highest rent”, George argued, were the lands 
“supporting the most concentrated population”.3 The high price of land in New York 
City, for example, had been created because so many people sought to live there. Sheer 
demand made city land far more valuable than that in its outlying districts, regardless of 
its quality.1” The press of population in cities also attracted public works, employment 
opportunities and technological advances, all of which had “a tendency to increase rent”. 
Given this, it was unfair that landowners alone should profit from land values.’9 The 
same arguments were also made in Australian renditions of single tax philosophy. In a 
lecture on the single tax, Reverend Hugh Gilmore drew his audience’s attention to a two- 
acre block in the centre of Adelaide whose value had risen astronomically since the 
colony was first founded. Since this sharp escalation in value was due to the increase of 
the colony’s population, he said, it was only fair that the colony’s population as a whole 
should share in the profit currendy pocketed by the landowner.41’
34 Ibid., 9
35 Henry George, Pivgress and Poverty, Dent, London, 1976, 240-41.
36 Harry Taylor, Tucker Prige Essay on the Single Tax, Single Tax League, Adelaide, 1892, 5.
37 George, cited in Aaron, Men o f Good Hope, 70; see Taylor, Tucker Prige Essay, 3
38 Henry George, Thou Shalt Not Steal, Scottish Land Restoration League, Glasgow, n.d., 11.
39 George, cited in Aaron, Men o f Good Hope, 70.
40 Hugh Gilmore, The Single Tax, reprinted by The Pioneer; Adelaide, 1891, 13.
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According to George, it was “a very easy thing” to eradicate this unjust state of affairs.41 
All society needed to do was abolish all forms of taxation bar one: a tax on the unearned 
increment of land. Income tax, licence fees, tariffs on international goods — indeed, any 
other form of taxation — should be done away with entirely. The first effect of this 
would be that all individual profit from land values would end immediately. The state 
would commandeer this profit for itself and use it to create public works and services to 
benefit all people. It would do this without having to do anything to the existing 
property-based legal system. People could keep their titles to land; they would simply be 
obliged to pay for the privilege rather than profit from it.42 As a result, the wealth 
generated by modern society (all of which increased the value of land) would benefit 
everyone rather than landowning elites. At the same time, the burden of raising public 
revenue would be removed from the labouring population and placed solely upon 
landowners.43
The socia l background o f the lan d  rad icals
The women involved in the land radical movement were by and large educated spinsters 
or housewives-turned-reformers. They included Margaret Parnell, who formed the 
Women’s Social and Political Reform League (WSPRL) in Melbourne with a group of 
colleagues she had met at the Carlton Ladies College. (The WSPRL was a body that 
agitated both for the single tax and women’s suffrage). They also included women who 
were the wives of prominent male single taxers. A small number of these women attained 
prominence within the movement within their own right: Emily Proud and Mrs Medway 
Day in Adelaide, and Mrs Dobbie in Sydney.44
Land nationalisation and single tax men tended to be drawn from the ranks of skilled 
labour, from white collar occupations such as clerks and teachers, and from the 
professions. A significant number of them were what American labour historian 
Elizabeth Faue would call “trans-class”. They might have ended their working careers as 
journalists or politicians, but they had begun them as tradesmen, shearers, or prospectors 
for gold. Reverend W T Carter, for example, was first a land nationaliser in South
41 Henry George, The Land Question: What It Is, and How It Can be Settled. An Appeal to Nations: Shewing the 
Evils o f Ptivate Property in Land and the Needfor the Nationalisation o f  the Land, William Reeves, London, n.d., 34
42 Taylor, Tucker Pri^e Essay, 10.
43 George, The Land Question, 41.
44 On Parnell and Dobbie, see Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, 117—18. On Medway Day, see Voice, 29 
December 1893, 3; 1 June 1894, 2. On Proud, see Spence, An Autobiography, 79.
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Australia and then a single taxer based in Victoria. He began his working life as a 
bootmaker before becoming a clergyman. Later, he was elected to the Victorian 
parliament as a Labor member. Further, many land radical journalists had started their 
careers in small towns before moving to the capital cities. Frank Cotton, for example, 
had been a shearer and a trade union official in Wagga Wagga (amongst other places), 
before moving to Sydney to edit the Australian Standard,!43
By the 1890s, a preponderance of land radicals was located in the capitals, living in urban 
districts “noted for their diversity”. As Scates tells us, they tended to live in inner suburbs 
where “the shabby genteel clerk lived beside the upwardly mobile tradesman”, half a 
block separating the reputable from the disreputable. George’s followers themselves were 
generally a teetotalling, modestly-attired group. They would not have been counted 
amongst the disreputables in their neighbourhood, but neither were they insulated from 
‘how the other half lived’, evident in the streets around them. During the depression, 
many of these people were faced with the threat of downward social mobility. Scates 
notes the Adelaide tobacconist Max Lewin, for example, who spent the early years of the 
nineties in a “state of perpetual bankruptcy”.46
Each of the factors just outlined meant that land radicals found it difficult to align 
themselves with any socioeconomic group. As I will discuss in my third chapter, these 
people felt the social marginality which came from an attempt to move between 
respectability and radicalism. If they were clergymen, they were unorthodox 
Nonconformists, vulnerable to heresy charges or ostracism amongst their peers.47 If they 
were churchgoing housewives, they were also suffragists and ‘advanced’ thinkers. If they 
were commercial agents they were like William Liston, a man whose auctioneering-firm 
partners continually pressured him to drop his commitment to land nationalisation, and
45 Elizabeth Faue, ‘Retooling the class factor}" United State labour history after Marx, Montgomery and 
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after frequent confrontations over his Christian socialistic views with the Bishop o f Hobart. C R Badger, 
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who was labelled “dangerous” by his small-town peers.48 If they were economists such as 
Max Hirsch, they devoted the majority of their working lives to acdvism, meedng most 
of their living expenses through the passing around of the hat.44 As the Argus snidely put 
it in March 1890, there were very few “rich” or “mighty” or “well-respected” amongst 
the crowds who gathered to welcome Henry George to Melbourne. Instead, there was:
a marvellous supply of ‘kinks’... Members of Parliament elected by chance, 
agitators, who have acquired a certain notoriety by being ‘agin everybody’, 
and women who have laboured with much earnestness to ‘emancipate’ 
themselves from their sex, or at least from its ordinary ... requirements.30
The similarity between these people and Carey’s protagonists in Oscar and Latcinda is too 
tempting to miss here: the eccentric Lucinda, selector’s daughter turned business 
proprietor, and the irregular Reverend Oscar Hopkins, both in their own way on the 
margins of existing social categories.
An early  form  o f environm entalism
In the early 1970s, Fritz Schumacher’s Small is Beautiful (1973) “denounced the relentless 
pursuit of profit and productivity” apparent in the pro-development era of the 1950s and 
1960s. His “perverse and romantic notion” that smallness was preferable to bigness — 
that economics should be based on human and environmental values rather than the 
slavish pursuit of growth — struck a communal nerve.31 Now considered one of the 
most prominent early figures of the green movement, Schumacher’s work gave a voice at 
the time “to people who felt a profound anxiety about the way society was going” but 
had not yet found a way to articulate it to themselves.52 Radical land reform appealed to a 
broad audience in the 1880s and 1890s for similar reasons. George’s impassioned 
exposition of the evils caused by monopolies of land and capital harnessed a widely-felt 
resistance to the “unparalleled speculation and profiteering in the land” taking place in 
the nineteenth century.35 In Australia, the charismatic efforts of single taxers such as 
Frank Cotton and Hugh Gilmore augmented this critique. Like Small is Beautiful\ the
48 Gerard O’Collins, Patrick McMahon Glynn: A  Founder of Australian Federation, Melbourne University Press, 
Carlton, 1965, 51.
49 Airlie Worrall, ‘Maximillian Hirsch, (1852?—1909)’, AD B, vol 9, 308—309.
50 Argus, cited in Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, 106.
51 Julian Pettifer, ‘Green gurus: E F Schumacher’, Document created by BBC Radio 4, London, (17 
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52 Barbara Schumacher, cited in ibid.
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single tax movement offered a practical solution to modern ills, a fact that significandy 
contributed to the zeal with which it was embraced.
The utopianism apparent in the green movement of the 1970s has further parallels with 
late nineteenth-century land radicalism. Literary utopias, such as Ernest Callenbach’s 
Ecotopia (1978), were read excitedly by environmentalists of the 1970s, just as works such 
as NewsFrom Nowhere (1890) were read in the 1890s. Australian single taxers turned to the 
writing of utopian literature themselves: Mary Moore-Bendey, Catherine Helen Spence, 
Lewis Berens and Ignatius Singer, ‘Austin South’ and others dabbled in utopian fiction.34 
There were even small numbers among them who left the cities to lead a ‘less artificial’ 
existence on the land. ‘Back-to-the-landers’ like the Birks, reciting Ruskin on picturesque 
beaches by the Murray, were by no means representative of the Australian single tax 
movement.
As I noted earlier, Australian land radicals were overwhelmingly concentrated in the cities 
and employed in urban occupations. It was more likely for them to have moved away 
from the country than towards it. The idealisation of a direct relationship to the soil 
continued nonetheless to exert an imaginative force upon them. Firmly convinced of the 
power of their proposals to regenerate society, even the most moderate single taxers and 
land nationalisers drew inspiration from utopian experiments such as Murtho and New 
Australia. At the centre of their imagery and language there remained a conviction as to 
the virtue of manual labour on the land and the edificatory powers of ‘mother earth’.35 
Beliefs not wholly dissimilar to these provided visionary succour to the environmentalists 
of the 1970s and beyond, the greatest proportion of whom are still located in cities in 
mainstream occupations.
The d em ise  o f  lan d  ra d ic a lism  from  the m id -1890s
In spite of the radical land reformers’ enthusiasm, they were to win no major political 
victories. Some historians point to the fact that many council rates today are calculated 
on the basis of unimproved land values as a legacy of the single tax movement. Others
54 Ignatious Singer and Lewis Berens, Dictator-Democrat: Abridged atid Adiipted from "The Story of Aiy 
Dictatorship ’, Henry George Foundation, Melbourne, 1934; Mary Moore Bentley, A  Woman On Mars, Or 
Australia's Enfranchised Woman, Edward Dunlop, London, 1901, 94, 100, 129; Spenct, An Autobiography, 66.
55 Many o f the examples given to illustrate the effect o f a single tax or its basic ideology focused on the 
‘working farmer’. See, for instance, Max Hirsch’s The Solidarity of Labour, Land Values League, Melbourne, 
1894, 5; Max Hirsch, A  Scheme of Taxation for Producers, Single Tax League, Melbourne, n.d.
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see the existence of any form of land tax in Australia in the same light.36 Even if this were 
the case, it falls wildly short of the social transformadon sought by the devotees of 
George and Wallace. In a sense, the moderate successes just referred to may have played 
a role in diminishing something of their utopian zeal over the course of the 1890s. A 
small land tax in New South Wales under the Reid Government in the mid-nineties; the 
possibility of municipal rating on unearned land values; the suffrage for women, but only 
in South Australia — all these were likely to have encouraged a certain complacency 
amongst the land radicals.5 By the early 1900s, the South Australian single taxer Harry 
Taylor was indeed speaking of Mildura’s horticultural community having achieved a 
“modified socialism” [my italics].38 This was a shift from his belief, in the early 1890s, that 
socialism and the single tax were both compatible and eminently attainable. Taylor was 
still seeking the Kingdom of God on earth after the turn of the twentieth century, but it 
was mollified by the belief that a small part of it had already been achieved.
The diminution of the single taxers’ utopian zeal must also be seen in the light of the 
fragmentation of the left which took place in the mid—1890s. As I noted earlier, for a 
period of time most of the fledgling Labor parties in Australia supported the single tax 
and contained Single Tax Leagues members. By the mid—1890s, interconnections 
between the two movements were at an end. The story of how this occurred has been 
told in great detail by Scates, and will not be reprised here at length. Suffice to say that in 
holding that land monopoly was the root cause of workers’ oppression, land radicals 
obviously differed from socialists and trade unionists. The single taxers also supported 
free trade, ensuring that they held very different views on the ‘fiscal question’ to the 
protectionists within the labour movement.3'1 They tried to provide a bridge between the 
labour movement and broader liberal or even conservative groups in their society, and in 
this attempt effectively sealed their undoing.
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Another reason for the failure of the land radicals of the 1890s is the fact that they never 
gained widespread support in rural areas. For a movement which sought to achieve both 
“the redempdon of the working farmer” and the liberadon of the urban worker, the 
rejuvenadon of country life and the transformation of the urban environment, it was vital 
to obtain support from rural populations as well as those in the cities. It was for this 
reason that urban single taxers such as Max Hirsch, Harry Taylor and John Napier Birks 
conducted relentless tours of country areas in the early 1890s, preaching the relevance of 
their ideas to farmers and bushworkers. Rural populations, however, were ultimately 
unimpressed by these people’s attempt at achieving an ideal synthesis of parts. They saw 
them not as intermediaries come to heal divisions between city and country, but rather as 
urbanites with a wToeful lack of expertise on the land.60 The failure of Murtho and New 
Australia as small-farming enterprises only sought to underline this perception. Both 
communities were in decline a few years after their formation, affected by a combination 
of internal wrangling and an inability to achieve self-sufficiency on the land.61
‘The National Defender’, or the face of conservative opposition: Voice, 27 July 1894
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The disintegration of alliances between labour acdvists and land radicals had a 
debilitating effect on their ability to maintain public support. Given the inspiration that 
the agrarian movement had drawn from Murtho and New Australia, their demise 
deflated much of the utopian buoyancy it exhibited in the early 1890s. The strength of 
conservative opposition to the cause of land radicalism was also crucial to its failure to 
push its proposed reforms through parliament. In most colonies, National Defence 
Leagues or National Associations formed to combat the single tax and land 
nationalisation movements. These bodies were also concerned with the formation of 
early Labor parties in the same period, but as ] B Hirst points out, they initially regarded 
the single taxers as their primary threat.62 The membership of the National Ass., as it was 
called in the labour press, was comprised of precisely those ‘bell-toppered gentlemen’ 
decried in the Observer, men who stood for monarchy, the “money interest” and property, 
“the majority of whom would treat a poor hard-working man as a dog”.63
As their names suggest, the National Defence Leagues and Associations often promoted 
themselves as the bearers of nationalist or patriotic spirit. In the same period, the 
nationalist writers associated writh the bulletin were also promoting a version of this spirit. 
Men such as E J Brady and Ernest Favenc vaunted the ‘Coming Australian’ as a bluff, 
macho, adventurous type, cherishing big dreams for the developing Australian nation. 
The land radicals represented an alternative to this grandiose nationalism. They were little 
interested in nation, placing far more emphasis on ideas of citizenship and community 
when imagining the ideal polity. In so doing, their ideas went against the tide of popular 
opinion in the last years of the nineteenth century and beyond. This was another reason 
for the decline in their popularity at the time.
Whilst thousands of Australians had described themselves as ‘single taxers’ or ‘land 
nationalises’ (or both) at the beginning of the 1890s, by its end they were almost a spent 
force. A newly-organised Single Tax League appeared in New South Wales in 1901, and a 
‘Henry George League’ campaigned in Victoria over much of the twentieth century. 
(There are still in fact Georgist lobby-groups active in /\ustralia and elsewhere across the 
world, calling themselves names such as ‘Prosper Australia’, or the advocates of
62 J B Hirst, Adelaide and the Country 1870—1917, Melbourne University Press, Carlton, 1973, 156. The New 
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‘Géonomies’). The wide enthusiasm their movement once attracted, however, was to die 
with the passing of the nineteenth century/’4
‘A h istory o f environm ental concern9
Agrarian attitudes to the environment have had a bad reputation in Australian 
historiography over the last few decades. One reason for this is that intensive land 
schemes based on agrarian principles have caused great devastation to Australian 
ecosystems. As Tim Flannery notes in The fu tu re Eaters (1994), in the early twentieth 
century the Western Australian government caused whole forest ecosystems to be near- 
annihilated in an attempt to create a system of small-scale ‘yeoman’ farms. Similar 
examples can be found in other colonies. Agrarian visions, Flannery concludes, were 
both ecologically infeasible and damaging in this country: “a form of foolishness which 
seems to have known no bounds”/’3
In Taming the Great South Land, Lines argues that agrarianism was misplaced in an 
Australian context for cultural as well as ecological reasons. The agrarian ideal was based 
on Old World ‘peasant’ or ‘yeoman’ systems of agriculture, he says, in which land was 
occupied and worked by a family over the course of generations. Farmers and 
pastoralists in Australia, however, ‘worked within an entirely different context’ to those 
in the Old World. Owning land was not an emotional commitment for them; instead of 
inheriting their land, “they purchased it”/’6 Geoffrey Bolton argues similarly that few 
Australian landowners had “the same sense of attachment to the land which sometimes 
characterised their British models. Life in the bush was often harsh and brutalising”.67 
The implication here is that the great majority of white Australians saw their adopted 
land with a simple and businesslike rapacity — a nation, in other words, populated by 
Borrodailes.
When Tim Bonyhady wrote The Colonial Earth (2000), his aim was to attack this view. It 
was time for a history to be written, he said, which recognised the “richness of Australia’s
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organisations, see ‘Links and contacts o f the Georgist Education Association Inc.’, Document created by 
the Georgist Education Association, Perth, (24 October 1998), 
<www.multiline.com.au/~georgist/lin.htm>, viewed 29 April 2004.
65 Tim Flannery, The Future Eaters: An Ecological History of the Australasian Hands and People, Reed, Melbourne, 
1994, 355.
66 Lines, Taming the Gnat South Land, 96.
67 Geoffrey Bolton, Spoils and Spoilers: A  History of Australians Shaping Their Environment, Allen & Unwin, 
Sydney, 1992, 17.
58
history of environmental concern”. Throughout its colonial history, “the protection of 
the continent’s native fauna and flora, degradation of its pastoral lands, planning and 
improvement of its cities, ...[and] retention of public reserves” were major issues in 
Australia.68 Ian Tyrrell adopts a similar view in True Gardens o f  the Gods (1999). In the 
1880s—90s, he says, there was a loose affiliation of horticulturalists, botanists, journalists, 
politicians and activists (including George) who supported “an early form of 
[environmental] ‘sustainability’”. Drawing on agrarian language, these people opposed 
deforestation, the degradation caused by mining and by large-scale farming of the land. 
They were, as such, far removed from the brutalised pioneers described by Bolton and 
Lines.69
Twentieth century7 terms like ‘environmentalism’ are obviously problematic for histories 
of the nineteenth century. When these terms emerged with the green movement in the 
1960—70s, they were linked to its preoccupation with wilderness protection, mass 
urbanisation, and the possibility of global destruction through nuclear war. " The late 
Victorian land radicals understood ‘wilderness’ in very different ways to activists of the 
1970s. Whilst they were acutely concerned with urbanisation, they invested it with moral 
connotations absent in later green critiques, highlighting the morally contaminating 
effects of slums and their poor sanitation. Evidently, none of these people viewed issues 
of environmental degradation and sustainability through twenty-first century eyes. 
Speaking of them as ‘environmentalist’ allows us nonetheless to appreciate the long 
history underlying today’s concerns with heedless speculative development, the need to 
maintain public lands, the social injustice caused by an inequitable distribution of land, 
and the desirability of small-scale living. It also allows us to see beyond the standard 
assessment of these movements as backward-looking and irrelevant to current concerns. 
In their elaboration of a host of environmental concerns, there is much within these 
movements that speaks to our time, even whilst they speak emphatically of their own.
Rew orking utilitarian  views o f nature
At first glance, one of the biggest obstacles to understanding the radical land reform 
movements as ‘environmentalist’ is their utilitarian rhetoric. In his study of British
68 Tim Bonyhady, The Colonial Earth, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 2000, 11,4 .
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agrarianism in the early nineteenth century, Malcolm Chase argues that agrarian radicals 
necessarily took “a starkly utilitarian approach to the land”. For reformers like Thomas 
Spence, one of the primary evils of land monopoly was that it left great tracts of nature 
idle\ the very notion of wilderness was positively reprehensible. The same notion that “all 
of nature should effectively be harnessed for work” was exhibited in expressions of mid- 
nineteenth-century agrarianism in Australia, the period in which Carey situates Oscar and 
Luanda.11 Most free selectors of this period held that it was the duty of the Crown to 
alienate its lands as soon as possible to make them available for small-scale cultivation.
Closely related to the classic agrarian belief that ‘the earth was there to be used’ was the 
belief that there was a special relationship between land and labour. The often-repeated 
assertion that the Crown lands of Australia were the heritage of ‘the people’ was an 
expression of this view'. Those prepared to produce something from the soil were the 
only ones considered to hold a moral entitlement to it. To this assumption about the 
relationship between labour and the land, classic agrarian thought added a faith in “the 
fecundity of nature”.'2 An astounding number of agrarian reformers over the course of 
Australia’s colonial history seem to have believed that greening the continent was simply a 
matter of working it sufficiently hard. In the 1890s, for example, Reverend Charles 
Strong, promoter of a cooperative village settlement scheme in Victoria, spoke of the 
“rich fountain of real wealth left neglected” in the uncultivated territories of the colony, 
apparently assuming that the earth would shoot forth with a cascade of produce as soon 
as the soil was turned. ^  This belief that fertility would follow as a natural consequence of 
agricultural labours was responsible for the destruction of wildernesses across Australia; 
for land-clearing and irrigation practices which have led to such intractable problems as 
soil erosion and salinisation today.
Late nineteenth-century radicals shared the classic agrarian belief that the land should be 
used, tilled, put to physical and moral account. The South Australian Land Nationalization 
Society argued that land nationalisation would “compel those who are holding land for 
speculative purposes to put it to some use instead of allowing it to lie idle year after 
year”.'4 One of the key articles in the Manifesto of the New South Wales Land 
Nationalisation League was likewise that God had “given the earth for the use and
71 Malcolm Chase, ‘The People’s Farm’: English Radical'Agrarianism, 1775—1840, Clarendon, Oxford, 1988, 7.
72 Ibid.
73 Reverend Charles Strong, ‘The bitter cry o f the unemployed’, Handwritten Notes, Charles Strong Papers, 
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benefit of all mankind”. Any system which prevented nature from being used thus 
contravened his law. 3 This point was made explicit by the Sydney-based Darlington 
Single Tax League in a tract framing itself as an imaginary dialogue between God and the 
unemployed. After hearing a deputation asking for relief from their unemployment, God 
says: “Go back; back to the land I gave you, and enforce my law ... Go back and tell your 
ignorant fellow toilers that you live and enjoy life to the extent that you use the earth I 
gave you”.76 A belief in the innate fecundity of nature is also exhibited in this publication. 
According to God, the earth was an “inexhaustible” blessing given to sustain all people 
“in peace and comfort”. Once the land was thrown open for cultivation and other 
productive uses it would naturally allow anyone who worked hard enough to earn their 
own living. The earth itself would ensure that they received their reward.
The radical land reformers thus diverged considerably from wilderness lobbyists today in 
assuming that the land should be a working country; that nature existed first and foremost 
to serve humanity’s needs. 8 This starkly different approach to wilderness, coupled with 
its ecologically disastrous consequences, has blinded historians to the other 
environmental concerns apparent within their campaigns. Indeed, even within these 
reformers’ utilitarian rhetoric there are nuances relevant to the history of 
environmentalism. Their belief in fertility as labour’s reward assumed that hard work was 
an ethical way of relating to nature, defined in contradistinction to the practices of 
pastoralists, mining corporations, and large-scale landowners. As they saw it, working the 
land as a small farmer meant carefully nourishing it, attending to the long-term fertility of 
the soil. It did not mean overstocking it until every plant was consumed and then moving 
heedlessly on. Nor did it mean stripping the land wholesale of its minerals and nutrients 
in order to make a fast return.
Radical land reformers placed a strong emphasis on the need for farmers to return to 
small-scale occupation of land. By this they usually meant anything from a five-acre 
block, owned by an artisan and his family, and used to supplement his wage through 
produce for their own consumption — through to a farm between fifty and a hundred 
acres in size. (When Labor reformers urged the creation of agricultural cooperatives for
75 Land Nationalization League o f New South Wales, Manifesto of the hand Nationalisation League of New South 
Wales, Sydney, n.d., Article 5.
76 H H Hardinge, ‘Deputation o f unemployed to Almighty God. God’s reply’, Darlington Single Tax 
League, Sydney, n.d., 1.
77 Ibid.; A J Ogilvy, The Land, SALNS, Adelaide, 1884, 28.
78 See Raymond Williams’ comments on the concept o f the ‘working country’ in The County and the City, 
Paladin, St Albans, 1975, 149.
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the unemployed in New South Wales during 1892, for example, they claimed that “a 
hundred acres should be land enough to satisfy any man.”)79 A farm, they believed, 
should be something that one could personally tend to, hold complete in one’s 
imagination, know with the intimacy of a close family member. This was precisely the 
sort of intimacy sought by the Birks at Murtho, where the exact location of orchard trees 
was decided by a committee of male labourers, and every family grew their own garden 
in addition to the communal vegetable plot tended by John Napier Birks.80 As the 
politician George Witherage Cotton argued in the early 1890s, small landholders were far 
better able to look after their properties than larger ones because they had enough time 
to know and attend to their land. Small landholders could enrich their properties with 
“the compost heap and the manure pit”, “bestow(ing) a minute attention to the 
cultivation of plant life”, with all the connotations of love and care that this brought with 
it.81 The degree of careful attention advocated by Cotton was an obvious contrast to the 
squatters’ and speculators’ approach to the land, in which money and speed were the 
predominant values.
A heightened sense of the environmental degradation caused by land monopoly was 
emerging within agrarian thought in the late Victorian era, a sense which had never been 
a significant feature of earlier movements. Wallace denounced the greed, for example, 
which had caused “reckless destruction of the stored-up products of nature”. It was time 
to stop rapacious mining practices, he added, which in a matter of years had used up “the 
slow products of long-past eons of time and geological change”.82 In a similar vein, 
George argued that it was essential for farming practices to begin preserving the nutrients 
“embodied in the soil by the slow processes of nature, acting for long ages”. As he saw it, 
land monopolists currently practised an “exhaustive agriculture”; one which polluted 
waterways and denuded forests, and neglected to “return to the earth” what was taken 
from it.83 In Tasmania, Ogilvy contrasted this exhaustive approach to nature with that 
advocated by land nationalisers. If the people were given access to and security of tenure
79 Sydney Morning Herald, 10 October 1892.
80 Murtho Cooperative Village Settlement, Minutes o f Board Meetings, 1895—96, Mortlock Library, SRG 
72, on 7 August 1895.
81 George Witherage Cotton, ‘Small holdings o f land the mainstay o f individual nations’, Shearers' and 
General Laborers’ Record, 15 August 1892. George Cotton was neither a land nationaliser nor a single taxer 
(he was no relation by blood or temperament to the single taxer Frank Cotton). He was keenly interested 
nonetheless in the radical land reformers’ ideas. In 1884 he formed the Land Reform Association in South 
Australia, which met to study the works o f Wallace and George and consider their application in the 
colony. Observer, 26 January 1884.
82 Wallace, The Wonderful Century: Its Successes and Failures, Swan Sonnenschein, London, 1898, 367, 369.
83 Henry George, cited in Tyrrell, True Gardens, 38—9.
62
on the land through land nationalisation, they would be able to improve it in ways that 
were “the most far-reaching, but slowest in yielding their results”. By planting, fertilising, 
draining, beautifying, and the like, the landholder would develop “a pride in and affection 
for [the land]... such as he has no chance of acquiring now”.84
The fact that many single taxers charged land monopolists “with the rape of nature”, as 
Tyrrell puts it, indicates that they had begun to rework the utilitarian environmental 
views of earlier agrarians. Similarly, their opposition to the get-rich-quick attitude of land 
speculators and monopolists enabled them to express a profound critique of modernising 
processes in the late nineteenth-century. Land nationalises such as Ogilvy maintained 
that land should not be “an instrument out of wrhich to squeeze as much money as 
possible within a given time”.83 Wallace argued that it was fundamentally wrong for land 
to be ‘bought and sold as easily as iron or railway shares’, treated as nothing more than 
merchandise. It is due to radical sentiments such as these that Tyrrell describes the goal 
of single taxers as the creation of “an alternative and sustainable society characterised by 
broad distribution of land ownership and recycling of resources”.86 According to its 
supporters, the single tax would transform society’s attitude towards the countryside. It 
would make way for uses of the land which paid proper attention to its needs, and which 
refused to see the environment as something simply to be chopped up into pieces or 
boiled down into tallow.
A pub lic inheritance
Plans to sell public land attract noisy protest today. The New South Wales and Federal 
Governments’ sale of former Defence land at Cumberland in western Sydney was 
opposed, for example, by an amalgam of residents’ action groups, environmentalists and 
indigenous land rights’ bodies. Similarly, the New South Wales Labor Government’s 
attempt to sell off public schools and hospital grounds in inner western Sydney were 
loudly opposed by a similar coalition before the 2003 election.8 These plans were seen as
84 Ogilvy, A Colonist's Plea, 43-44.
85 Tyrrell, True Gardens, 38; Ogilvy, A Colonist's Plea, 44.
86 Tyrrell, True Gardens, 38.
87 See Peter Caldwell, ‘Emus and bulldozers: St Mart's ADI Site’, Document created by National Parks 
Association o f Australia (June 2001), <http: / /www.npansw.org.au/'web/journal/2Q0106 /cover.htm>. 
viewed 1 May 2005; ‘PPL state election strategy 2003’, Document created by Protectors of Public Lands, 
<hrrp:/7 www.nsw.nationaltrust.org.au/pplelstrat.html>. viewed 1 May 2005; cf ‘Urban bushland in New 
South Wales’, Document created by the Nature Conservation Council, 
http: //nccnsw.org.au/bushland/# Urban0/»20Bushland1 <>20in°.u20NSW>. viewed 1 June 2005; and Libby
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particularly egregious coming from a Labor government, given Labor’s traditional 
commitment to the preservation of the public estate.8”
KEEP PUBLIC 
LANDS
IN PUBLIC 
HANDS
PROTECTORS OF PUBLIC LANDS (PPL)
Campaigns for the preservation of the ‘people’s birthright’ are a feature of 
today’s political landscape as well as the 1800’s. Here, a 2003 poster targets 
the NSW Labor Government’s plans to sell off public schools and 
parkland in Sydney’s inner-west. The speech bubble beside the then NSW 
Premier’s ear says: ‘Bob Carr, Are You Listening?’. (Protectors of Public 
Lands, March 2003).89
The sale of public land was also a keen concern to the late nineteenth-century land 
radicals. They spoke out against the alienation of Crown lands in the 1880s, a time when 
many conservatives and liberals alike believed it was the state’s duty to dispose of its 
lands through freehold sale. All the land nationalisation leagues and societies called for an 
immediate halt to the sale of public lands in Australia during the 1880s. They based this
Robin’s commentary on the Victorian ‘Save Our Bushlands Action Committee’ during the late 1960s in 
Defending the Little Desert, 5—15, and throughout.
88 Stephen Roberts, Histoiy o f  Australian Land Settlement, 1788—1920, Macmillan, South Melbourne, 1968, 
408.
89 Poster produced during 2003 election by Protectors of Public Lands, 
<http: / Avww.nsw.nationaltrust.org.au/ppl.html#ear>. viewed 1 May 2005.
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demand on the old agrarian belief that the land was ‘the people’s heritage’. It was a rare 
thing for a land radical pamphlet to begin in this period without the claim that the ‘land 
was for the people’ or that the ‘people’s birthright’ consisted in the land.90
The relationship between land radicalism and the ‘people’s heritage’ was by no means 
unproblematic. For all their attacks on private property, both the land nationalises and 
the single taxers effectively sought to institute a system of owner-occupation rather than 
communal occupation. They even spoke of themselves as the defenders of property 
properly conceived: that is, the defenders of an occupier’s property in his or her 
improvements. This seemingly “janus-faced” stance on the question of property was a 
feature of the whole agrarian tradition. As Malcolm Chase points out, there were many 
agrarian agitators who sought individual freeholds by arguing that the land belonged to 
the community at large.91 The single taxers’ theories presented an even deeper ambiguity- 
on these issues, in that they argued that the people’s right to ‘the land’ actually meant a 
right to land values rather than the land p er se. It was not necessary to divide up the land 
into equal portions, Henry George argued. Nor was it necessary to dispossess current 
landowners of their titles or forcibly throw them off the land. It was only imperative to 
ensure that the financial proceeds of landownership were paid into a common fund.92 
Under a single tax regime, individuals would be guaranteed an equal share in the public 
revenue generated from land values, but not a direct right in the land itself.
The ambiguity in single tax rhetoric on land ownership became starkly evident by 1890, 
when a significant number of single taxers began arguing against a state leasing system. At 
their first intercolonial conference in Sydney in early 1889, single taxers officially dropped 
the demand for a halt in public land sales which had until then been a feature of all land 
radical platforms. George’s principles required that they “directly opposed ... State leasing 
and State landlordism”, the conference’s chairman E W Foxall claimed. Provided that
90 See, for example, Taylor, Tucker Pri^ e Essay, 3—5; Gilmore, The Single Tax, 13; Anon., ‘In memory o f 
Henry George. International celebration’, Pamphlet No. 13, Darlington Single Tax League, Sydney, 1900; 
Hardinge, ‘Deputation of Unemployed’. In Adelaide, the Forward Movement choir sang ‘The Land for the 
People’ at meetings; Anon., ‘Land reform campaign’, \roice, 1 June 1894; cf the Preamble o f the 
Australasian Knights of Labor, which was allied to the single taxers in the early 1890s. Plank 5 o f the 
Preamble declared that “the land, including all the natural sources o f wealth, is the heritage o f all the 
people, and should not be subject to speculative traffic”. Preamble in John Percy Jones Papers, La Trobe 
Library, Melbourne, 1268/5.
91 Chase argues, however, that this seeming contradiction in agrarian discourse is resolved when we 
consider the fact that agrarian reformers adopted “a way of seeing property in land which was shaped by 
concepts o f access and usage, rather than o f absolute possession”. Chase, The People’s Far?», 183; cf 
commentary on this issue within George’s thought in Thomas, Alternative America, 118—19.
92 Henry George, Social Problems, Henry George Foundation o f Great Britain, London, 1932, 178-9.
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there was a real need for them, he argued, it was entirely legitimate to sell off public 
lands. What single taxers “really objected to” was “the result of the alienation of the 
public estate, under present conditions, and not alienation in itself’.93
Foxall’s opposition to state leasing was supported by the single taxers’ 1889 conference. 
This was the case even though his position as president of a local building society must 
surely have compromised his position on the propriety of land sales. The same views 
were confirmed by the second intercolonial single tax conference in the following year.94 
Notwithstanding this, there continued to be a strong feeling against the alienation of 
public lands amongst a minority of Australian land radicals. A raft of dissenting articles 
to this effect was published in the land radical press, particularly in the wake of the first 
single tax conference. According to the Goulburn Georgist, Thomas Hebblewhite, for 
example, it was farcical that single taxers should allow the land to be sold when at the 
same time they were declaring that private property should not exist. “If the results [of 
the current alienation of the public estate] are evil”, added ]ames Tough, then single 
taxers should oppose that alienation outright. “[VCJhy continue a system that brings evil 
results?” “The effect of stopping future alienation ... gives our movement a moral force 
which cannot be too highly estimated”, reasoned Peter Pickle. “It will emphasise the fact 
that private ownership in land is unnatural”.95 “Having carefully perused Mr Foxall’s 
article”, said Lewis Berens, “I am more confirmed than ever in my opposition to any 
further alienation of the Crown lands”. It was absolutely imperative that the current 
generation fulfilled its duty, Berens continued, by passing on the land to “future 
generations freed from all shackles and restrictions”.96
In spite of their ambivalence on the questions of land ownership and state leasing, the 
importance of communal green space was emphasised throughout the single tax 
movement. Single taxers drew attention to urban green space through their own embrace 
of parks as sites for public lectures and social gatherings. Parks were a regular place for 
single taxers to speak: the Domain in Sydney, the Botanical Gardens in Adelaide, the
93 E W  Foxall, cited in ‘The single tax conference’, Australian Standard, 27 April 1889, 8.
94 The Australian Standard carried a running advertisement for the Mutual Provident Land Investing and 
Building Society, citing Foxall as manager. See, for example, the edition on 28 February 1890, 1. Also see 
report on second Single Tax Conference in Australian Standard, 28 May 1890, 13—14.
95 Thomas Hebblewhite, ‘Selling or leasing: A reply’, Australian Standard, 8 June 1889, 3; James Tough, 
‘Selling or leasing’, Australian Standard, 8 June 1889, 6; Peter Pickle, ‘Further alienation’, Australian Standard, 
15 June 1889, 3.
96 L H Berens, ‘The alienation of Crown land’, Australian Standard, 7 September 1889, 7.
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Yarra Bank in Melbourne, and elsewhere.97 After George Weidenhofer married into the 
Birks family, for example, he often spent time in the Botanical Gardens on a Sunday, 
listening to Ignatius Singer, Lewis Berens and Henry Taylor speak. “These men spoke in 
the park on Sundays, they met with a good deal of heckling”, he remembered later in his 
life. “They were all... interested in the land question”. A retrospective of Sydney single 
taxers, issued in a 1937 Georgist paper, similarly emphasised the importance of meetings 
in the Botanic Gardens to the culture of the movement.98
The ‘greening’ of the city was also a key part of the utopian future described by George 
in Progress and Poverty. As he saw it, open space and public facilities would be a salient 
feature of the single tax city or town of the future. Public “gardens” and “playgrounds” 
would abound. So too would public baths, museums, libraries, lecture rooms, music and 
dancing halls, theatres, universities and technical schools, gymnasiums and shooting 
galleries.99 The concept of a public inheritance, of the need to preserve urban land and 
facilities from being swallowed up by monopolists, was thus articulated within the single 
tax movement.
‘Environm ental ju stice*
As Libby Robin says, ‘environmental justice’ became a popular concept within the green 
movement during the 1990s. In this period, “threats to indigenous lifestyles posed by 
rainforest destruction and the deteriorating quality of air, water and land in traditionally 
poor industrial zones” were brought together under the banner of ‘environmental 
justice’."’" An attention to indigenous Australians’ land rights and an awareness of the 
deteriorating quality of their environments was conspicuously absent from the radical 
land reform movements of the late Victorian era. The only single taxer of which I am 
aware who criticised the destruction of indigenous Australians’ lands was Charles 
Marson, the acerbic Christian socialist, who lived in Adelaide between 1889 and 1892. 
Marson lambasted the colonising process as unjust to indigenous peoples. With his taste
97 Scates, A New Australia, 28.
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for controversy, he was happy to scandalise polite colonial society by inviting an 
indigenous man to tea soon after his arrival in South Australia.1"1 Even Marson, however, 
failed to consider the implications of his single tax convictions for indigenous peoples. 
His critique was directed at colonisation itself; it did not extend a challenge to the 
agrarian notion of ‘the land for the people’ on the basis of indigenous land rights. None 
of the other radical land reformers appear to have been moved by the dispossession of 
indigenous peoples at all.
The Reverend Charles Latimer Marson, single taxer, c. 1891.
Photograph courtesy o f State Library o f South Australia, B 48646.
The radical land reformers did, however, draw attention to the environmentally degraded 
or otherwise undesirable conditions in which the underprivileged lived. In Britain, 
Wallace fulminated against the history of land enclosures which had forced peasants into
101 Maurice B Reckitt, Maurice to Temple: A  Century of the Social Movement in the Church of England, Faber & 
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poor and “miserably small holdings” to make way for sheep and deer.102 In Australia, 
land radicals similarly decried the fact that big graziers monopolised rich lands whilst 
small horticulturalists and other farmers struggled to make a living from hopeless plots.10’ 
They criticised the gulf in prosperity between rural and urban areas, arguing that farmers 
bore a disproportionate burden of taxes and high transport costs.104 They also drew 
attention to the substandard living conditions of poor workers in the cities. Urban land 
radicals such as Percy Meggy were keenly concerned about the inadequacy of inner-city 
sanitation and working-class housing. The lack of urban infrastructure described in 
Shirley Fitzgerald’s Rising Damp (1987) was one of their targets when vaunting radical 
land reform.103 Single tax papers such as the Pioneer and Voice also carried articles on the 
evils of sweating, the extortionate rents in unhygienic inner-city localities, and the lack of 
social opportunities for ‘the dwellers of the back slums’.106 Late nineteenth-century 
agrarian radicalism thus intersected with a growing body of critique and activism 
concerning the slum-like conditions of the urban poor and the lack of environmental 
amenity in the areas in which they lived.
In effect, it is the radical agrarians’ passion for environmental justice that makes them so 
problematic for environmentalists today. The agrarian belief that the bounty of the earth 
existed to prevent distress amongst humankind is exactly the belief that 
environmentalists come up against today wrhen confronting developments which are 
likely to have a negative impact on the environment, but at the same time aim to further 
the interests of social justice. Viewing them in this light certainly gives us a more 
complicated understanding of these movements’ ‘utilitarian’ approach to nature. Given 
their appreciation of the link between environmental resources and justice, there was an 
obviously environmental dimension to the radical agrarianism of the land nationalisers 
and single taxers. This emphasis on environmental issues sets them apart from the more 
orthodox formulations of socialism and labour activism found during their era, in the
102 Alfred Russel Wallace, ‘The “why” and the “how” o f land nationalization’, Macmillan’s Magazine, 
(September—October 1883), Document created by Charles H Smith, Western Kentucky University, 
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same way that the ‘green’ dimension to William Morris’ work renders him distinct from 
more orthodox Marxists.1"' The fact that these people linked social justice to land 
distribution, however, meant that they were happy to sanction the destruction of 
bushland and other ‘wildernesses’ for the benefit of landless people, making them 
distinctly unpalatable to historians such as Flannery and Lines.
*
When I first read Raymond Williams’ The Country and the City (1973), I was amazed by the 
subtle approach it took to agrarian feeling in English history. The work remains as 
alluring for me now in its eloquent reminder that the agrarian tradition can be reduced 
neither to a singular politics nor to a definitive set of environmental values. On the one 
hand, as Williams says, agrarianism has been used to celebrate “a feudal or aristocratic 
order” in Britain. On the other, it has been offered as ‘a critique of capitalism’. The 
agrarian emphasis on ‘improving’ the land has similarly acquired different meanings over 
the course of British history. For some, it could mean the rehabilitation of exhausted soil 
through careful fertilisation; for others, the building of artificial parks and ponds; both of 
which have strikingly different environmental impacts.108
It is difficult to appreciate this range of meanings given that agrarian advocates share a 
common vocabulary — one which frequently references the Bible, valorises natural 
order, demonises the city, and makes assumptions about natural fertility. As a result, it is 
essential to attend to the nuances of agrarian language, trying to appreciate the particular 
perspectives expressed within any given instance of it. When the land nationaliser Ogilvy 
spoke of “throwing] open all the land for cultivation and the mines for development”, 
for example, he did not bring to it the sort of exploitative passion taken up by the 
Borrodailes of his era.lliv As he saw it, throwing nature open in this way would prevent 
monopolists from seeking to make a quick profit from the earth, instituting a focus on its 
long-term needs.
just as agrarian language is itself a tentacular thing, whose meanings are difficult to 
disentangle, the political agenda of the radical land reformers was a passionate 
entwinement of agrarian and socialist, nostalgic and progressive ideas. They struggled to
107 Sara Wills, ‘Nature, socialism, livelihood: The greening o f William Morris?’, Melbourne Historical Journal, 
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make 'old-style’ notions of small community, local production, and the dignity of manual 
labour on the land relevant to the concerns of the late nineteenth century: the spectacular 
increase in the size of cities, the spread of mechanised forms of labour, and the rise of 
monopolies of business and industry. Ideas about inner-city regeneration mingled in their 
thought with a desire for the reinvigoration of rural economies, a concern for the 
problem of sweadng with concern for the plight of the rural labourer. As part of a 
utopian movement, they tried to combine all these interests, to fight the fragmentation 
characteristic of green, red, and other movements of the left today. From our viewpoint 
now it seems obvious that their attempt to synthesise this variety of parts should have 
failed. Their desires are no less interesting because they remain unrealised, however, 
particularly because they bear such resonances with today’s concerns.110
1,0 Here I paraphrase a comment made by Ian Tyrell on the failure o f the Women’s Christian Temperance 
movement. The World’s Women’s Chrisdan Temperance Union “cannot be called anything but a failure if 
its ultimate goals o f a sober and pure world are accepted at face value”, he says. “The study o f failure is, 
however, not taken seriously enough by professional historians. The worlds o f these women are no less 
interesting because these objectives remained ultimately unrealised”. Ian Tyrrell, Woman’s World / Woman’s 
Empire: The Women’s Christian Temperance Union in International Perspective, 1880—1930, University o f North 
Carolina Press, Chapel Hill, 1991, 7.
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Chapter Two
Neither the City nor the Bush 
Land radicals and the re-imagining of city and
country
Yes surely, Barbara, the challenge lies in the city, where people live... I don’t 
understand this mania for the countryside. Speaking as one who grew up in it and 
couldn’t get out quick enough, it’s the same, old dull routine, with never enough 
hot water... [1 would have thought that] this returning to our ‘roots’, Barbara, this 
revisionist fantasy of Robespierre and Tolstoy, has been discredited.
David Foster, The Glade Within the Grove.’
In 1996, the Australian writer David Foster published The Glade Within the Grove, a 
strange, misanthropic novel about a rural commune in northern New South Wales. The 
work is full of sarcastic swipes at the stupidity of its characters, constandy seeking laughs 
at their expense. These people are trying to live a life in the bush whilst manifesdy ill- 
equipped to do so; they can’t even build a wooden dome without it crashing down. 
“How will we solve the world’s problems from a rural backwater, Diane?”, one of the 
protagonists jeeringly inquires of his communard friends. The novel itself is unusual (a 
bizarre mixture of “the scabrous and the near-lyrical”, as one critic put it). In spite of 
this, the sarcastic tone it adopts when speaking of rural utopianism is not at all unusual. 
“Milk and straw and beasts and dung” have long been used as “quick cues to parody and 
laughter”, as Raymond Williams puts it. Those in the thrall of the so-called “idiocy of 
rural life” provide endless grist for similar mockeries.1 2
In the 1890s, the single taxers were often made the butt of jokes because of their 
agrarian idealism. In 1893, the land nationaliser Reverend Thomas Roseby was ridiculed 
in parliament for his support of village settlement, a movement wtiiich sought to create 
agricultural cooperatives for the unemployed. This “well-meaning clergymen” wrould be 
“better able to cultivate a rock in paradise than the wilds of this country”, thundered one 
of the movement’s opponents.3 In South Australia, George’s supporters were similarly 
ridiculed for their support of agrarian policies on the basis of their obvious deficiency in
1 David Foster, The Glade Within the G/vve, Vintage, Sydney, 1996, 239.
2 Ibid., 118; excerpt o f review by Andrew Riemer on back cover; Raymond Williams, The Country and the 
City. Paladin, St Albans, 1975, 50.
3 James Haynes, New South Wales Parliamentary Debates, Legislative Assembly, 1893, vol 66, 8008.
72
agricultural skills. Most single taxers were “ministers of religion”, scoffed the Register, a 
conservative daily in Adelaide. They were not the sort of people who were “generally 
distinguished by their practical knowledge of affairs”. Why did they not ‘go upon the 
land’ themselves if they were so intent on advising others to do so? “A little more work 
with the plough and the hoe and the pruning knife and a good deal less with the 
tongue”, said the Register, “— that is what is needed”.4
Even when they do not adopt the Register1 s sarcasm, historians today tend to agree with 
its assessment of the late nineteenth-century land radicals. It is now common to point 
out that the land radicals were concentrated in the capital cities, with hardly a green 
thumb between them. “For all his/her attachment to the land”, says Bruce Scates, “the 
Georgist was an urban creature”.5 6Given the vogue for “urban interpretation[s]” of 
Australian history, it is now common for historians to treat any agrarian reformer in the 
late 1800s as anachronistic. Historians of David Foster’s vintage, publishing either in the 
1990s or the two preceding decades, are most likely to present agrarian idealism a 
century earlier as a ‘revisionist fantasy’. Agrarian idealists in the late Victorian era (it is 
thought) ignored the fact that most white Australians preferred to live in the city, even 
when they held the same preference themselves/’
Debate about whether we should prefer an ‘urban’ or a ‘rural interpretation’ of 
Australian history has proved remarkably enduring since the 1890s. Historical accounts 
of the land radicals are obviously related to this ‘City or the Bush?’ controversy. What 
such accounts tend to overlook is the fact that land radicals wanted the future Australia 
to be characterised neither by the City nor the Bush, embracing instead a merger of the 
two. Certainly the land nationalisers and single taxers wanted more people to move into 
country regions of Australia. But this did not mean that they wanted them to live in ‘the 
wilds of this country’. Nor did it mean that they wanted everyone who moved from the 
cities to devote themselves to agriculture. One of their key concerns was the lack of 
intermediate centres which lay between the capital cities and one-horse outback towns of 
the continent. Australia would be enriched, they argued, once it developed provincial 
cities which were small enough to maintain close contact with rural enterprise, but large
4 Anon., ‘The reform conference’, Register, 16 September 1893.
5 Bruce Scates, A New Australia: Citizenship, Radicalism and the First Republic, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 1997, 15.
6 Graeme Davison, ‘Sydney and the Bush: An urban context for the Australian legend’, in Penny Russell 
and Richard White, eds, Pastiche I: Reflections on Nineteenth Century Australia, Allen & Unwin, St Leonards, 
1994, 240.
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enough to support a strong regional economy and a rich communal life. Another of their 
concerns was to provide a closer relationship between the capital cities and the 
surrounding countryside. The point was that no one should live in 'back slums’ or ‘rural 
backwaters’, not that everyone should return to their ‘roots’ Tolstoy-style.
In the preceding chapter, I looked at how Australia’s land radicals drew on an agrarian 
language to articulate their own form of social and ‘environmentalist’ resistance. The 
term ‘agrarianism’ can lead us, however, to a misunderstanding of their overall vision for 
society. Vilien one hears the word ‘agrarian’ one tends to picture images of an idealised 
pre-industrial life on the land: men working hedge-lined fields by hand, or women in 
aprons surrounded by sun-ripened fruit.' Romantic visions inflected with the ideals of 
England’s Arts-and-Craft movement certainly had a place in land radical discourse. For 
land reformers of the late nineteenth century, such romantic visions provided a useful 
counterpoint to the materialistic excess of the 1880s, or to the industrial depression of 
the 1890s. It inspired them to believe that alternative modes of existence were available. 
A desire for physical intimacy with the earth also had its part to play in the land radical 
sensibility. It was this desire that informed the single taxers’ yearnings for a built 
environment in proximity to the country.
Overwhelmingly, however, these people were convinced that increased numbers of small 
farmers would also mean more employment in the cities, industrial or otherwise. They 
were also convinced that scientific innovation was necessary to facilitate intensive 
cultivation, and thus intensive settlement, of the land. I f ‘agrarian’ is taken to mean ‘anti- 
urban’, or ‘anti-industrial’, it is thus inappropriate to use it to describe the majority of the 
country’s land radicals. The society they sought was rather one in which the ‘agrarian’ 
and the ‘industrial’, the ‘rural’ and the ‘urban’, had been masterfully combined.
7 This is certainly the image many historians associate with Australia’s ‘agrarian’ or ‘yeoman myth’. William 
Lines, for example, has argued that the ‘agrarian myth’ was based on widely-felt desire for the “small, 
freehold farm of the sturdy ... yeoman” in the colonies; an enterprise “worked by the family, [and] ... 
yielding a modest surplus from a variety o f crops carefully tended and planted”. J M Powell has also 
suggested that Australia’s agrarian myth was in many ways based on a desire to “create a little England in 
Australia”. William Lines, Taming the Great South Laud, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1992, 96; J M Powell, The 
Public Lands of Australia Felix, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1970, 63; cf Marilyn Lake, The Limits of 
Hope: Soldier Settlement in Victoria 1915—1938, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1987, 12.
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A ttitudes to c ity  and  country am ongst A ustralia’s lan d  rad icals
What Mr Morris wants is that the town shall be impregnated with the beauty of the 
country, and that the country shall be impregnated with the intelligence and vivid life 
of the town... Well and bravely said, William Morris.8
In the late nineteenth century, there were plenty of Australians who “condemned the 
city” and “idealised the land”.9 In this they were hardly unusual. From the Australian 
proponents of the ‘yeoman myth’ to the bush balladists of the bulletin, from Arts-and- 
Crafters in England to populist farmers in America, a rhetoric existed in this period 
which contrasted the degenerate City with the hardy virtue of the Land. Most people 
who comment on this oppositional rhetoric tend to see it as a reaction to the rapid 
urbanisation and industrial upheaval occurring across the nineteenth-century western 
world. In noting this, it is important not to forget that “urban loathing” rubbed 
shoulders with civic pride in the late nineteenth-century metropolis.10 Even amongst the 
advocates of agrarianism, it was never a simple matter of hating the city and loving the 
countryside. As Graeme Davison points out, there were many people in Melbourne who 
were horrified by the spectacular growth of their city during the booming eighties. There 
were even more who trumpeted its rise to grand metropolis with a sense of pomp and 
self-congratulation. Some of those who decried the rapid growth of Melbourne felt an 
awe and pride in the same development, making it impossible for them to express 
opposition to the city without a measure of mixed feelings. It was not until the 1890s, 
when the boom was over, that a more uniform sentiment became apparent in Victoria: a 
longing for a romanticised country life in place of the diabolical metropolis.* 11
It is no coincidence that the single tax reached the height of its popularity in Australia at 
the beginning of the 1890s, when urban loathing was in ascendance. This is less because 
the Georgists promised to return people to a pre-industrial countryside, than because 
they promised to restore a sense of pride in Australia’s progress, its cities included. Single 
taxers supported a programme of social rejuvenation that would bring country virtues to
8 1 'oice, 9 December 1892, 5.
9 Scates, A New Australia, 119.
10 Ian Hoskins, ‘Cultivating the Citizen: Cultural Politics in the Parks and Gardens o f Sydney, 1880-1930’, 
PhD Thesis, University o f Sydney, 1996, 47.
11 Graeme Davison, The Rise and Fall o f  Marvellous Melbourne, (2nd ed.), Melbourne University Press, 
Melbourne, 2004, 287—315; cf Robert Freestone, ‘The Australian Garden City’, in Stephen V Ward, ed, The 
Garden City: Past, Present and Future, E & FN Spon, London, 1992, 108. Asa Briggs comments on related 
developments in the attitudes o f Melbourne residents towards their city in Victorian Cities, Penguin, 
Harmondsworth, 1971, 278, 304—5.
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the vice-ridden cities, at the same time that it would bring the advantages of urban living 
to people out in the country. When this reciprocal process had taken place, an unalloyed 
pride in Australian civilisation would at last be secured.
Land radical rhetoric typically began with the contrast between the wealth and poverty 
which had amassed during the nineteenth century. Alfred Russel Wallace wrote a work 
entitled The Wonderful Century (1898), in which he catalogued the dizzying achievements 
of the Industrial Revolution: shoe and textile factories, reaping-machines, diamond-drills, 
steamships, railroads, and so forth.12 All of these accomplishments had marvellously 
increased the net aggregate of wealth in England. The aggregation of wealth was a very 
different matter to its distribution, however, a point later made with eloquent force by E P 
Thompson in The Making o f  the English Working Class (1963). It was wrong to assume that 
the wealth created by industrialisation had been ‘averaged out’ across the population, 
Wallace argued. If one looked at the actual distribution of wealth in England, instead of 
applying a mythical ‘law of averages’ to it, one soon realised that more people were 
worse off in the nineteenth century than had been the case in earlier times. Instead of 
bringing about an increase in the overall wellbeing of the people, industrialisation had 
caused millionaires to multiply on the one hand and paupers on the other.13
This sort of critique of the industrial capitalist system has been repeated innumerable 
times since the 1880s. This has particularly been the case since Thompson wrote his 
devastating account of industrialisation and its impact on English labourers. In The 
Making o f  the English Working Class, Thompson had expressed a righteous anger at the way 
economists had masked the traumatic effects of industrialisation by pointing to the 
benefits it brought the ‘average worker’. It is still hard to read his work without feeling a 
corresponding surge of emotion. When Wallace and George popularised their critique of 
industrialisation on the basis of similar observations, it struck thousands of people with 
the force of religious epiphany. Henry May has talked of the dramatic impact of 
George’s Progress and Poverty in America as it gained in notoriety during the late 
nineteenth century. By arguing that American progress was rotten to its core, he says — 
that for every millionaire it created a legion of “tramps” — George sent shock-waves
12 Alfred Russel W allace, The Wonderful Century. Its Successes and Its Failuns, Swan Sonnenschein, London, 
1898, chapter 2; Wallace, Laud Nationalisation: Its Necessity and Aims, W  Reeves, London, 1883, 8—9.
13 Wallace, Land Nationalisation, 3—11; E P Thompson, The Slaking o f  the English Working Class, Victor 
Gollancz, London, 1980, 231—242, 256—7.
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through a nation still stubbornly wedded to faith in unlimited expansion.14 Progress and 
Poverty were not polar opposites, he claimed, so much as two sides of the same coin. 
The former was inexorably productive of the latter under current social conditions. The 
magic of radical land reform, however, wTas that it would do away with this binary 
relationship. Once private property was eradicated, there would no longer be either 
millionaires or tramps. Everyone instead would join in the gains of industrial 
innovation.13
This interpretative framework informed George’s view of Melbourne when he first came 
to Victoria. Speaking to a large crowd shortly after his arrival in late March 1890, he 
drew attention to the fact that Melbourne, like all cities, had its “dark side”. “As 
Melbourne grew, as its population rolled up and wealth increased”, he asked, “was it 
possible that it would be exempt from the conditions that today made the great cities of 
our modern world?” Already there wrere slums and overcrowded areas of Melbourne: 
was it not likely that these would increase as they had elsewhere?16 Sensationalist 
reportage of depravity in Melbourne’s slums had proved popular in the press during the 
1880s, drawing on a similar prurient literature on life in ‘Outcast London’.1 Given this, 
George’s audience would have needed little reminder of this seamy side to their city. Still 
reeling from the abrupt end to the land boom, they were looking for someone to offer 
them hope that things would improve. It is thus little surprise that George drew loud 
applause when he promised that Melbourne could escape the dark future which awaited 
her. Melbourne’s citizens were already “building up the metropolis of the Southern 
Seas”, he proclaimed, “— a great — in all possibility the greatest — city of that new 
nation of English-speaking people that was to arise in this hemisphere”. Its inhabitants 
had only to turn to the single tax to ensure that the city was no longer be marred by its 
existing polarities of light and darkness.18
14 Henry F May, P ro testan t Churches an d  In d u stria l A m erica , Harper Row, New York, 1967, 154; Henry 
George, The h a n d  Q uestion : W h at I t  Is, an d  H ow  I t C an  be Settled , William Reeves, London, n.d., 10.
15 These ideas run throughout all George’s speeches and writings. See in particular Progress an d  Poverty, 
Dent, London, 1976, 322—23; Henry George, Thou S h a lt N o t S te a l, Scottish Land Restoration League, 
Glasgow, n.d., 11.
10 George, cited in J M Powell, ‘The land debates in Victoria, 1872—1884. Leases versus freeholds: A  
preparation for Henry George’, Jo u rn a l o f the R o ya l A u s tra lia n  H isto rica l Society, 56:4, December 1970, 277.
17 Davsion, The R ise an d  F a ll o f M arvello us M elbourne, 288—292. For commentary on the literature on slum-life 
in London, see Anthony Wohl, The E te rn a l S lun r. H ousing an d  S o r ia ! P o lity  in  V icto rian  E n glan d , Edward 
Arnold, London, 1977, 200—12; Judith Walkowitz, C ity  o f D read fu l D eligh t: N arrativ es o f S e x u a l D anger in  h a te  
V icto rian  hondon, University o f Chicago Press, Chicago, 1992, 26—29.
18 George, cited in Powell, ‘The land debates’, 277.
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A growing condemnation of the city, says Davison, led many of Melbourne’s residents to 
take flight to newly-developing suburbs in the 1880s. The suburban ideal was not based 
on a rejection of the City, of course, but rather on a desire to combine the best features 
of urban living with the rural attributes of open space and fresh air.u Desires to blend 
the polarities of City and Country were not just confined to advocates of suburbia in the 
late nineteenth century. In the late 1800s these ideas were given a radical spin, says 
Robert Fishman, in the form of Ebenezer Howard’s utopian vision of the Garden City.20 
David Pepper has similarly explored the yearning to blur distinctions between “town and 
country” as a salient feature of the late nineteenth-century anarcho-communist 
imaginary. Both Peter Kropotkin’s Fields, Factories and Workshops (1898) and William 
Morris’s News From Nowhere (1890), he says, articulated visions giving form to this 
desire.21
In spite of the coverage given to desires for a blurring of city and country, Australian 
historians of the 1890s often overlook this dimension to its political agitations. The 
idealisation of rural life taking place in the 1890s has been a target of abundant criticism 
in Australian scholarship, particularly since the 1970s. The fact that the bulletin poets 
proclaimed the Bush as the ‘real’ Australia, or that certain reformers looked to the land 
as the solution for modern ills, is often ridiculed on the basis that “a very large 
proportion of the Australian population lived in urban areas” by the 1890s.22 Far from 
the Bush being the source of left politics or a distinctively Australian culture, it is now 
commonplace to find these in an urban location. One of the pioneers of this approach 
was Graeme Davison. He caused a sensation when he published his essay ‘Sydney and
19 Davison, The Rise and F a ll of Marvellous Melbourne, 166—171.
20 Robert Fishman, Urban Utopias in the Twentieth Century: Ebenezer Howard, Frank Floyd Wright, and Fe 
Corbusier, Basic Books, New York, 1977; cf Fishman on suburbia in his Bourgeois Utopias: The Rise and F a ll of 
Suburbia, Basic Books, New York, 1989.
21 David Pepper, Eco-Socialism: From Deep Ecology to Social Justice, Routlege, London, 1993, 179—82. For a 
discussion o f the Garden City movement in Australia, see Robert Freestone, Mode! Communities: The Garden 
City Movement in Australia, Nelson, Melbourne, 1989. In it, the rise o f suburban idealism is presented as a 
‘dilution’ o f the radical vision o f the Garden City developed by Howard. See also Ian Tyrrell’s discussion 
of a desire for a balance between city and country amongst ‘garden idealists’ in Victoria and California: Ian 
Tyrrell, True Gardens of the Gods: Califomian-Australian Environmental Reform, 1860—1930, University of 
California Press, Berkeley, 1999. David Bebbington discusses similar ideas amongst Nonconformist ‘Social 
Gospellers’ in England. The Garden City movement, he argues, grew out o f a largely Methodist response 
to the problems o f London life, and was heavily influenced by George’s ideas: Bebbington, ‘The city, the 
countryside and the social gospel in late Victorian nonconformity"’, Studies in Church History, 16, 1979, 415— 
426.
22 Sean Glynn, Urbanisation in Australian History, 1788—1900, Thomas Nelson, Melbourne, 1975, 1. 
Humphrey McQueen also dismisses most nineteenth century land reformers as proponents o f a “peasant 
faith in land”; people ignorant o f the urban realities o f the time: Humphrey McQueen, A  New Britannia: A n  
Argument Concerning the Social Origins of Australian Radicalism and Nationalism, Penguin, Ringwood, 1986, 153.
78
the Bush’, arguing that the Bush Legend promoted by bulletin writers was a function of 
the urban woes they were experiencing in inner-city Sydney during the 1890s.23
A concern to deconstruct late nineteenth-century rural myths often relies on its own 
mythic series of polarities: the city or the bush, modernity or pre-industrial nostalgia, 
forward- or backward-looking approaches to social reform.-4 In so doing, it ignores the 
fact that an interest in rural practices and society tended to combine both elements in 
these dualisms, whether in the 1890s or afterwards. I was prompted to think about this 
tendency when reading a brilliant essay by Meaghan Morris on the work of the mid­
twentieth century travel-writer and novelist, Ernestine Hill. In works such as The Territory 
(1951) and The Great Australian Loneliness (1937), Hill was fascinated, Morris says, by “the 
bush mythos” of the 1890s. She blended this fascination with a yearning for “the new 
‘vistas’ opened up in Australia by technological change”. Most of her subjects were 
located in “arcadian bush setting[s]”, accompanied by homilies on the virtues of bush- 
work, grazing or agriculture. It was not a question of ‘the city or the bush’ in her work, 
however, but rather the development of the interior into a place where its inhabitants 
could enjoy the benefits of the bush and the conveniences of modern society.23 The same 
could be said for the desires of Australia’s land radicals.
Intermediate desires
If some of the surplus suburbs of Sydney were shifted up country a few hundred
miles, New South Wales would greatly benefit by the change.26
When visitors came to Australia from Europe in the 1880—90s, they were often surprised 
by the fact that the continent had large cities and small rural towns, with little in 
between. “South Australia resembles the other Colonies in having only one great centre 
of population”, observed Sidney Webb during his tour of Australia in 1898.27 Newly 
arrived in the copper-mining town of Kapunda, the land nationaliser Patrick McMahon
23 Davison, ‘Sydney and the Bush’, 243—50. I note that Davison has very recently given prominence to the 
passage from country to city amongst Bulletin intellectuals and others, suggesting that this exodus has left a 
profound “imprint on the Australian imagination”. Graeme Davison, ‘The exodists: Miles Franklin, Jill 
Roe and the ‘drift to the metropolis’, History Australia, 2:2, 2005. DOI: 10:2104/ha050035, 2.
24 Meaghan Morris, ‘Panorama: The live, The dead and the living’, in Paul Foss, ed., Island in the Stream: 
Myths of Place in Australian Culture, Pluto Press, Leichhardt, New South Wales, 1988, 171.
25 Ibid.
26 Henry Lawson, cited in Davison, ‘Sydney and the Bush’, 253.
27 Sidney Webb, The Webbs’ Australian Diary, 1898, ed. A G Austin, Sir Isaac Pitman & Sons, Melbourne, 
1965, 102.
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Glynn was highly amused at the pretensions of Kapunda’s residents in the early 1880s. 
“Such places at home would be considered rustic — here they are Lilliputian cities”, he 
wrote to his mother in Ireland.28 The English immigrant Thomas Dobeson was 
characteristically scathing after a visit to a settlement outside Gosford, not far from 
Sydney, in the mid—1890s. (With his habitual sarcasm, Dobeson would have found much 
in common with David Foster, author of the The Glade Within the Grove, had he lived in 
the late 1900s.) Dobeson had gone to this unnamed settlement seeking relief from rustic 
pursuits during a camping trip to the countryside. He had been told it was a “town”, but 
when he got there he found only a dull backwater, with nothing at all to divert him. A 
“regular one horse affair”, he scoffed in his diary afterwards. “... There are about a dozen 
houses, some of these are empty”.2y
Urban historians have since commented on the peculiarity of this feature of Australian 
development. Not only were Australian capitals very different from English cities in their 
lack of industrialisation, they were virtually unrivalled by other centres of population.3" In 
1881, for example, Adelaide had a population of 103,864; the next largest town in South 
Australia was Port Augusta with 2,662 people, “a clear measure of metropolitan 
dominance”.’1 In 1881, Melbourne had thirty one per cent of Victoria’s population. In 
1891, it was forty one per cent: the city had increased from 268,000 to 473,000 in the 
intervening years. The once-thriving centres of Ballarat and Bendigo were on the wane 
during this period. At the same time, “many country foundries and engineering shops, 
flour mills and breweries” were closing down or moving their premises to Melbourne.32
Land radicals were convinced that land speculation was responsible for the unevenness 
of Australia’s geographical development. “Our present system huddles people together 
in towns”, said the Australian Standard (a single tax paper in New South VC ales), but it:
28 Patrick McMahon Glynn to Ellen Glynn, 26 September 1882, in Patrick McMahon Glynn: Getters to his 
Family (1874—1927), ed. Gerard O’Connor, Polding Press, Melbourne, 1974, 55.
29 Thomas Dobeson, Out of Work Again: The Autobiographical Nairative of Thomas Dobeson, 1885—1891, ed. 
Graeme Davison and Shirley Constantine, Monash Publications in History 6, Monash: Victoria, 1990, 91.
30 Dorothy Urlich Cloher, ‘A perspective on Australian urbanisation’, in J M Powell and Michael William, 
eds, Australian Space Australian Time: Geographical Perspectives, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1975, 
108; ] W McCarty, ‘Australian capital cities in the nineteenth century’, in C B Schedvin and J W  McCarty', 
eds, Urbanisation in Australia: The Nineteenth Centuty, Sydney University Press, Sydney, 1974, 13.
31 D W Meinig, On the Alargins of the Good Earth: The South Australia Wheat Frontier, 1869—1884, Association 
o f American Geographers, Chicago, c.1962, 198.
32 Davison, The Rise and Fall of Marvellous Melbourne, 7.
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forces them to live apart from all civilisation and culture in many of the 
country districts. Our proposed reform would gather them nearer to one 
another where they are too much spread, and spread them out where they are 
too closely congregated.
“Civilisation, education, culture are impossible to men living away from all contact from 
their fellows”, the paper concluded, “and equally impossible to those who are jammed 
together in the back slums of our great centres of population”.33
Land laws making public lands in remote areas available for selection were criticised in 
the land radical press. Instead of ‘opening up’ new territories, Our Commonwealth argued 
in South Australia, “we should put to use that which we already possess”. “Use the land 
in the more favoured localities”, and the colony would no longer be burdened by the 
need to provide infrastructure for areas currently unpopulated by white Australians. 
Sending people to far-flung wilds of the colony was wasteful and ludicrous when clearly 
what was needed was the development of existing towns, ensuring that they acquired the 
qualities of ‘civilisation, education, and culture’. What South Australia needed, in other 
words, were sites in which the overcrowded conditions of the big city were absent, but 
which at the same time escaped the isolation of the ‘unpeopled’ bush. ’4
The “ Poor Struggling Farmer.”
Amongst single taxers, the ‘poor struggling farmer’ was arguably pitied more than 
admired. The task, as they saw it, was to make his life less ‘rural’ and more ‘urbane’.
I one, 27 July 1894.
33 L H Berens, ‘Queries and answers’, Australian Standard, 11 May 1889, 3.
34 Anon., ‘Land Reform’, Our Commonwealth, 10 July 1886, 59.
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There is no doubt that the single tax and land nationalisation movements were 
predominantly urban in their membership. Certainly it is this aspect of their 
demographic that is now most often emphasised by historians.33 What is often 
overlooked, however, is the fact that the earliest Land Nationalisation Leagues and 
Societies in South Australia and New South Wales w'ere formed in towns outside the 
capital cities. Significant numbers of the land radicals were not city-bred, but instead 
numbered amongst the ranks of ‘exodists’ recently discussed by Graeme Davison: 
people who had grown up in the country and afterwards moved to the city.’6 The first 
Land Nationalisation League in New South Wales was formed in the small settlement of 
Forbes. One of its key members was Frank Cotton, then a shearer-journalist, who was 
also the key instigator for the formation of branches in Cowra, Dubbo, Goulburn, 
Gundagai, Wagga Wagga, Young, Lithgow, and Sydney in 1887. Over the next two years, 
Land Nationalisation Leagues were also formed in Albury, Crookwell, Grafton, 
Nymagee, Orange, Wellington, Granville and Wollongong.1'
In what was to become a characteristic pattern, Frank Cotton moved from Forbes to 
Lithgow to Sydney a few years after the formation of the Land Nationalisation League, 
in each case motivated by the desire to intensify his advocacy for the cause.3“ John Farrell 
first became devoted to the single tax in Albury; he later went to Goulburn and Lithgow 
before finally gravitating to Sydney. W E Johnson had been a delegate for Grafton at 
New South Wales’ first single tax conference in early 1889. Soon afterwards, he moved 
to Sydney to become secretary for the campaign to bring Henry George to Australia.39 A 
G Huie, the most indefatigable of all single taxers, was first a farmer and then a journalist 
in remote north-western New South Wales (Lake Cagelico and its environs) during the 
1880s and most of the 1890s. He moved to Sydney at the end of the 1890s, where he
35 Airlie Worrall, ‘The New Crusade: The Origins, Activities, and Influence o f the Single Tax Leagues, 
1889—1895’, Masters Thesis, University o f Melbourne, 1978, 3, 113—14; Scates, A New Australia, 17—18.
36 Davison, ‘The exodists’.
37 Ibid., 91.
38 Ignatius Bell, ‘Ignatius Bell’s biographical notes’, in S E Tearle, John Farrell: Miscellaneous Documents 
1952—c.1960, ML MSS 1541; Lithgow Enterprise and Australian Land Nationaliser, 24 September 1887; Bede 
Nairn, ‘Francis Cotton (1857—1942)\ Australian Dictionary o f Biography, (hereafter ADB), ed. N B Nairn, A G 
Serle, and R B Ward, Melbourne University Press, Carlton: Victoria, 1969, vol 8, 119—20.
39 On John Farrell see biographical clippings in ‘Clippings on John Farrell’, A G Stephens Papers, 1859— 
1933, Mitchell Library, ML MSS 4937 17(30); and John Farrell to William Astley, undated, William R 
Astley Papers, 1891—92, ML Aa9/1—7. On W E Johnson, see ‘Reform notes’, Australian Standard, 11 May 
1889, 8; Percy R Meggy, ‘Single Tax League o f New South Wales. Sydney Branch. Second Annual Report’, 
Australian Standard, 28 January 1890, 7.
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was to take a leading role in the re-formed Single Tax League of 1901.4" Other 
prominent New South Wales single taxers were journalists in towns outside Sydney. 
Amongst these were Thomas Hebblewhite and H Pinn of the Penny Post in Goulburn, 
William Affleck of the Border Post in Albury, James Ryan of the Mercury in Lithgow, John 
Fitzpatrick of the Windsor and Richmond Gazette, G C Johnson of the Hawkesbury Chronicle, 
and ]ason Ashton of the Riverina Grazier And Narrandera Argus.41
In South Australia, the first Land Nadonalisadon Society was formed in 1884 in the 
copper-mining town of Kapunda. Branches were then established in the dny centres of 
Angaston, Gawler, Tarlee and Terowrie, ahead of the Adelaide branch which was 
formed in July 1885. When he formed the Society with a handful of others, Glynn was 
editor of the Kapunda Herald and a local barrister. Afterwards he moved to the city to 
pursue a state and then a federal career.42 Similarly, the single taxer-cum-prophet 
Theophilus Gum was a farmer in South Australia before he moved to Adelaide, 
convinced that he was chosen by God to preach the Second Coming.4’
Portrayed elsewhere as quin tes sen dally urbane, several members of the single tax Birks 
family still lived outside Adelaide by the early 1890s. Scates describes Elsie Birks as a 
literary' sophisticate presiding over a “salon” in Norwood during the early 1890s. At that 
time she was actually a small-town teenager, boarding in North Adelaide to finish her 
teaching qualifications.44 In the late 1880s and early nineties, her stepmother Anne and 
father John Napier Birks lived on a few acres at Woodville, a village near Port Adelaide, 
surrounded by “a large garden and orchard”. In his own teenage years, John Napier 
Birks had moved to the small town of Kadina with his older brother George and sister- 
in-law Helen, helping them to run a pharmacy there.43 Many of the single tax preachers 
in South Australia during the 1890s had similarly experienced town life in the interior. 
Hugh Gilmore’s son Joe was a ‘Hired Local Preacher’ for the Primitive Methodist’s 
Mannum circuit in 1889, a position which involved hours of travel by horse to reach
40 ‘Man of letters’, The Sun, 20 August 1926, extracted in A G Huie Papers, Mitchell Library, ML MSS 
1407/1.
41 Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, 137. Ignatius Bell also claimed that a paper in Condobolin, a remote town 
in New South Wales, was one o f the first to take up land radical ideas. Bell, ‘Ignatious Bell’s biographical 
notes’.
42 Gerard O’Collins, ‘Patrick McMahon Glynn (1855—1931)’, ADB, vol 9, 30—32; B G Andrews, ‘John 
Farrell (1851-1904)’, ADB, vol 4, 156-7.
43 John Andrew, Brief Sketch o f the Life o f  Theophilus Gum. The Prophet, Author and Teacher o f the New 
Dispensation, Office o f the Riverina Times, 1901, 6.
44 Scates, A New Australia, 53.
45 Elsie Birks to Elizabeth George, 22 and 29 July 1945, Elsie Birks Papers, Mortlock Library, D 2681(L).
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chapels throughout the mallee.46 In 1894, the single taxer Reverend W Cory Buder was 
the Primitive Methodist minister of Morgan, a town close to the sites of various village 
settlements on the Murray River. He visited these settlements in a steamer which 
travelled regularly along the river, fitted out as a floating library, church, and medical 
dispensary.4.
In 1880s Queensland, the towns of Charters Towers and Maroon were early focal points 
for land nationalisation. In Victoria, the old gold-mining towns of Bendigo and Ballarat 
were the centre of land radical groups as early as 1875. The small town of Echuca to the 
north of Victoria was an active centre for a small group of single taxers in the 1880s, and 
was to remain so until the late 1890s.4S For many years } S Higgs, president of the 
Echuca Single Tax League, was an engineer working on Murray and Darling River 
steamboats. This work gave him the opportunity to travel widely in northern Victoria 
and across the border in New South VC ales. He spent time in Balranald, Hay, 
Wentworth, remote Wilcannia, and even Bourke, many times a year. As someone whose 
work stopped when the rivers were too low for steamboat travel, he was well aware of 
the effects of drought and seasonal conditions on towns throughout the interior.49
The interests and position of townspeople in nineteenth-century Australia are often 
overlooked in the historiography. As the historical geographer D W Meinig puts it, 
accounts of the colonisation of Australia frequently forget the country township: “the 
very terms ‘pioneer’, ‘settler’ and ‘colonist’ have become rather curiously narrowed to 
refer ... to the farmer and rural settlement”.30 Conversely, discussions of the highly 
urbanised nature of Australian society in this period usually gloss over how little life in a 
country town resembled what we would now call ‘urban’. Malcolm Chase has notably 
observed that “very few places in early Victorian England were truly urbanised in the 
modern sense of the world”. Even in big cities like London and Manchester, most
46 Arnold D Hunt, A  Tall Cedar in Our Lebanon: Hugh Gilmore and Primitive Methodism, Uniting Church of 
South Australia Historical Society, Salisbury East: South Australia, 1977, 17. Hunt notes that the South 
Australian Primitive Methodists placed a strong emphasis on evangelism in the country. In 1900, they had 
twenty-seven preaching circuits, six in Adelaide and its suburbs and the remaining twenty-one in rural 
areas. The Wesleyans and Bible Christians had similar country circuits at the time. A fair number of the 
Methodist clergy involved in the South Australian land radical movement were thus likely to have had 
experience preaching on country circuits. Ibid.
47 Reverend Joseph Berry, ‘A great social experiment: Village settlements in South Australia’, Review of 
Reviews, 20 April 1895, 405.
48 Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, 93, 68.
49 Extract from a letter by a ‘Victorian co-worker’ (J S Higgs) in the Australian Standard, 27 April 1889, 7.
50 Meinig, On the Margins of the Good Earth, 166.
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people were still “relatively close to the countryside that encircled them”.31 This was also 
the case in Australia’s capital cities. In Adelaide, rich pastoralists could conduct fox­
hunts on horse-back within earshot of inner-city church bells. In Melbourne, the nature 
journalist Charles Barrett developed his naturalist proclivities in the suburbs, “rambling 
in the paddocks near home”.52 The countryside was of course far more immediately 
proximate for the residents of most towns classified as ‘urban’ by Australian census 
statisticians in the 1880—90s. Anyone living in an Australian town of over five hundred 
people wras classified as part of an ‘urban population’ in the late nineteenth century. By 
contrast, a centre was not considered ‘urban’ in the United States in the same period 
until it had a population that exceeded eight thousand.33
Living in a town in the Australian interior with a little more than five hundred others, 
well before the advent of airplanes and sealed roads, hardly fits our notions of urban life 
today. Nor was it regarded as ‘city living’ by anyone else at the time. As Richard 
Waterhouse puts it: “at the beginning of the twentieth century,... almost half Australia’s 
population lived in towns of less than three thousand people and I think it is unlikely 
that these residents thought of themselves as urban”.34 It is easy to forget this when 
reading Noel Butlin’s assertion that “almost two thirds of [Australia’s] population of 
1891 lived in towns and cities, a proportion of which was not matched by [the]... United 
States until 1920” — a claim often cited by those concerned with an ‘urban 
interpretation’ of Australian history in this period.33 It was not something, however, that 
was likely to escape the notice of Australia’s land radicals.
Leading a peripatetic existence trying to make ends meet as a shoemaker, the Georgist 
Ignatius Bell lived in inner Sydney, Ryde, Melbourne, Forbes, Bathurst, Orange, and the 
“back country” over the course of his life. He was well aware of the precarious existence 
many workers were forced to live outside the capital cities. He also remembered how
51 Malcolm Chase, ‘The People’s Far/»’: English Radical Agrarianism, 1775—1840, Clarendon, Oxford, 1988, 9.
52 Charles Barrett, cited in Tom Griffiths, Haulers and Collectors: The Antiquarian Imagination in A ustralia, 
Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 1996, 129; cf John Dwyer’s diary o f life as a campaigner for the 
Labour Electoral Leagues in Sydney during the early 1890s. He travelled about the city’s suburbs on foot 
or horseback, camping in bushlands at Kogarah, Rockdale, Granville, Merrylands, Parramatta and 
elsewhere. John Dwyer, ‘Itinerary of a Labor League Honorary" Organiser in the Year 1892. Part o f 
Illawarra and the Southern Lines, New South Wales’, in John Dwyer Papers, Mitchell Library, ML MSS 
2184, vol 4.
53 McCarty, ‘Australian capital cities’, 14; J B Hirst, Adelaide and the Country, /870—1917. Their Social and 
Political Relationship, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1973, viii.
54 Richard Waterhouse, The Vision Splendid: A  Social and Cultural History of Rairal Australia, Curtin University 
Books, Fremantle, 2005, 11.
33 Noel Butlin, cited in McCarty, ‘Australian capital cities’, 13.
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difficult it was to generate interest in George’s ideas amongst his fellow citizens at 
Forbes in the early 1880s.36 Similarly, in his diaries and letters to his family from 
Kapunda, Patrick McMahon Glynn bemoaned the lack of good company and cultural 
life to be found in small-town South Australia.3 The isolation of Kadina, which could 
only be reached by a horse-drawn “carrier’s van” in their youth, would not have been 
forgotten by Helen, George and John Napier Birks after they moved back in the 
direction of Adelaide.38 These people had good reason to long for the development of 
centres in inland Australia with a richer social and material life.
According to the Melbourne Georgist, A G Hugh Stevens, in the single tax state “the 
decencies and refinements of life... would be possible, not only for a privileged few, but 
to all”.37 This desire to make education, cultural activities and ‘refinements’ available to 
the whole population — all qualities associated with the cities — was frequently 
expressed by land radicals. Even in New Australia, for example, the single taxer Harry 
Taylor drew a direct equation between urban life and the urbanity of character he desired 
for his companions on the land. Writing to Helen Birks, his friend and fellow Georgist, 
he expressed the hope that more women might arrive to “help civilise men who have not 
had the same opportunities for refinement than many townsfolk have”/'0
According to the Single Tax League of New South Wales, George’s reforms would bring 
about “a phenomenal growth in industry”. This was because it would force those now 
holding land for speculative purposes to release it for useful endeavours/'1 Those seeking 
land reform did not want everyone to become farmers, as Adelaide single taxers Ignatius 
Singer and Lewis Berens were at pains to make clear/’2 Whilst their reforms would allow
5(1 Bell, ‘Ignatius Bell’s biographical notes’. See also Nat Gould’s comments on the loneliness and apathy 
meeting political campaigners in the bush. “I have been at farmhouses where the candidate has delivered a 
long speech, to not more than ten people, in the front room”. Nat Gould, Town and Bush: Stray Notes on 
Australia, George Routledge, London, 1896, 252.
57 Patrick McMahon Glynn, Diary, 2 July 1882 — 8 March 1883, Patrick McMahon Glynn Papers, 
Australian National Library, MS 4653, Series 3 Item 3, 27, 47.
5K Elsie Birks to Elizabeth George, 22 July 1945, Elsie Birks Papers, 2.
59 In so arguing, Hugh Stevens was paraphrasing George, who claimed that the single tax would “remove 
want and the fear or want, [giving]... to all classes, leisure and comfort, and independence, and decencies 
and refinements of life”. A  G Hugh Stevens, The TLlements of an Ideal Social State, Being A n Introduction to the 
study of the XVorks of Henry Geoige, Single Tax Library No 2, Brighton Southern Cross Pnnt, 1893, 11; Henry' 
George, cited in John Farrell, ‘Which oracle?’, Australian Standard, 30 April 1889, 2.
60 Harry Taylor to Helen Birks, undated, Helen Chartier Papers, Mortlock Library', PRG 263/3.
61 Committee o f the Single Tax League o f New South Wales, The Practicability of the Single Tax, Single Tax 
Leaflet No. 3, Sydney', 1890, 2.
62 Lewis Henry Berens and Ignatius Singer, Dictator-Democrat: Berens and Singer Tell How Equality of 
Oppoitunity Bnngs Freedom. Abridged and Adapted fivm  The Story o f My Dictatorship, Henry George 
Foundation, Melbourne, 1945, 26.
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greater numbers of people to take up lives on the land, they would also increase 
“demand for labour in the cities” through the stimulation of manufacturing and other 
industries.6j Since the single tax would both ‘nationalise’ city land values and lower the 
costs of agricultural properties, since it would remove the weight of taxation from the 
masses and provide them with more money for commodities, it would benefit 
shopkeepers, industrial workers, artisans and professionals as much as it would benefit 
farmers. As Sydney single taxer Percy Meggy put it, “the farmer in England, and the 
shopkeeper in Sydney, are alike crippled by the heavy toll which each has to pay to the 
landlord before either the one or the other can commence work”. Consequently, both 
would alike reap the rewards of a single tax future.64
‘Sem i-rural’ enterprise versus urban spraw l
[Once the single tax is instituted], “the huge spaces that now intervene between
suburb and suburb would become tilings of the past”.65
It was not only the desire for provincial cities that inspired land radicals, but also a closer 
connection between existing capital cities and their surrounding countryside. 
Encouraging this connection would involve curtailing the unwieldy suburban sprawl 
currently taking place on the outskirts of these cities. It was for this reason that Adelaide 
land radicals deplored the ‘greenfield’ subdivisions being carried out by suburban 
developers in the 1880s and early 1890s. High land values driven up by speculation in the 
city centre had forced people out to the suburbs, the I roice observed in the early 1890s, 
whilst “large spaces of Adelaide [were] still unoccupied”. “This scattering of population” 
had to be stopped. Just as populating wild country was wasteful and unnecessary when 
land closer to existing settlement was available, so too was it desirable that housing 
development take place within the current perimeters of the cities, not on outlying lands. 
Greenfield development increased “the cost for roads, police protection, postal and 
telegraph arrangements, and other public purposes”, entailing “the maximum of expense 
with the minimum of comfort and convenience”.66
63 Max Hirsch, The Solidarity of Labour, Land Values League, Melbourne, 1894, 14.
04 Percy Meggy, ‘Land nationalization —  What is it?’, Sydney Quarterly Magazine, December 1889, 315.
65 ‘Ausdn South’, cited in Bill Metcalf and Daryll Bellingham, ‘Henry George’s utopia’, in Raymond Evans 
and Carole Perrier, eds, Radical Brisbane: An Unruly Histoiy, Vulgar Press, Carlton North: Victoria, 2004, 82.
66 Voice, 24 March 1893.
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In my first chapter, I spoke of the vigorous debate amongst New South Wales’ single 
taxers as to whether the sale of public lands was compatible with their beliefs. There 
were some single taxers who were not opposed in principle to the sale of Crown 
territory. Even these people, however, were opposed to the sale of public lands for use 
as suburban lots. “More land had already been alienated than is required for productive 
purposes”, argued the New South Wales single taxer, E W Foxall/’7 There was no need 
for further suburban development until all land within the existing city areas had been 
put to use. Other single taxers were both opposed to any sale of public land and 
convinced of the need for stringent development restrictions around existing centres of 
population. According to Peter Pickle, “future setdement must be controlled by certain 
fixed regulations regarding the form and apportionment of the land according to the 
various circumstances of particular districts”.68
In the mid—1880s, the Legislative Councillor George Cotton made a name for himself by 
successfully championing a ‘homesteading’ system on the outskirts of Adelaide. This 
system gave tradesmen and their families access to public land in allotments of up to five 
acres at a low yearly rental. The idea was that these people would have the opportunity 
to engage in small-scale cultivation whilst remaining close to urban civilisation and 
markets. That way, they could still be employed in their trades and other occupations 
whilst supplementing their income and producing their own food from the land. 
Cotton’s homestead or ‘blockers’ scheme provided no challenge to the existing property 
system, and for this reason was denounced in the pages of Our Commonwealth. 
Nonetheless, there were many land radicals who were inspired by his ideas. In mid—1892, 
Cotton’s articles on small-scale cultivation of the land were published in the Shearers' 
Record alongside others promoting the single tax.69 In South Australia, some members of 
the Homestead League also claimed to have joined common cause with the land 
nationalises. " That such a view was possible is ow*ed to the fact that both George 
Cotton and the majority of land radicals wanted to see a network of small-farming 
acreages flourish on the outskirts of the cities and towns.
One of the reasons that the single tax movement was unusually intense in South 
Australia is perhaps because Adelaide, unlike other Australian cities, was already
67 E W Foxall, ‘Selling or leasing?’, Australian Standard, 25 May 1889, 1.
68 Peter Pickle, ‘Further alienation’, Australian Standard, 15 June 1889, 2. 
09 Shearers’ and General Labours’ Record, 16 May and 15 June 1892.
70 Observer, 12 May 1888, 901.
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surrounded by many small farms, semi-rural allotments and orchards. The possibility of 
actually achieving a close relationship between ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ life seemed far more 
realistic in Adelaide than elsewhere, providing an impetus to the reforming zeal of land 
radicals there. Adelaide had in fact been commended by Ebenezer Howard as a 
prototype of the Garden City he desired. Laid out by Colonel Light, the city had been 
designed as a compact city surrounded by belts of publicly-owned parkland, a ring of 
suburbs and with agricultural lands beyond it — precisely the sort of design likely to 
appeal to land radicals. “All colonists are under a deep debt of obligation to Colonel 
Light for the admirable manner in which Adelaide was laid out”, wrote the single tax 
paper, I roice, during the course of editorial commentary on “the city and suburban land” 
in March 1893. “If the gallant colonel knows what has gone on since”, it added, “he 
must often have been troubled as to the way in which his intentions have been 
frustrated”. So much care had been taken in laying out Adelaide, but since then “suburbs 
have been permitted to grow up anyhow”. The presence and form of these suburbs were 
“due to land speculators who, in their anxiety to make money, had no concern for the 
welfare of those who might have to live in the suburbs”.'1
*
In his discussion of the garden landscapes frequently idealised by social reformers at the 
turn of the twentieth century, Ian Tyrrell refers to William Ellswood Smythe, an 
outspoken American advocate of irrigation. For Smythe, Tyrrell observes, irrigation was 
a means through which to create a gardenlike utopia in western America. The ideal 
landscape he imagined was essentially a long and uninterrupted “series of beautiful 
villages”. “In this scene of intensely cultivated land”, Smythe wrote, “rich with its bloom 
and fruitage, with its spires and roofs, and with its carpets of green and gold stretching 
away to the mountains, it will be difficult for the beholder to say where the town ends 
and the country begins”.'2
This vision has an obviously close relationship to that of Australia’s single taxers. Like 
Smythe, they too spoke of blurring the distinction between town and country. With their 
accompanying emphasis on the need to curtail urban sprawl, however, Australia’s land
71 Voice, 24 March 1893; cf Howard on Adelaide in Ebenezer Howard, ‘Garden cities for rural Australia’, 
Light journal, June 1920, 9—10.
72 William Ellswood Smythe, cited in Tyrrell, True Gardens, 116.
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radicals nurtured desires which were at least a subdy different to Smythe’s. His interest in 
creating an “urban-rural continuum”, distributed evenly across the countryside, would 
not have been practicable in Australia, where vast tracts of land were evidently unsuited 
for intense cultivation. Australia’s single taxers also imagined their ideal towns and cities 
to look more like the Garden City Ebenezer Howard was busy devising at the time: a 
built environment with plenty of green space within and with open fields on its 
perimeters. The proximity of their desires to those of Howard rather than Smythe 
suggests that their closest international relationships were English rather than American. 
Even though Australian single taxers swore allegiance to the ‘Prophet of San Francisco’, 
land radicals from the United Kingdom had most influence over their interpretation of 
his ideas. Many of Australia’s most prominent Georgists came from Ireland, Scotland or 
England. Patrick McMahon Glynn and John Farrell were Irish, and W Affleck, G H 
Longmuir and Reverend Hugh Gilmore were Scottish. The Reverends ] Day Thompson 
and Charles Marson each lived in Australia for a few years before returning to England. ’
M ildura and Renm ark in  the 1890s and beyond
The land radicals’ desire to develop provincial cities in the Australian countryside 
ensured that a significant number of them were zealous advocates of irrigation. As 
Malcolm Saunders and Don Gobbett have noted, Harry Taylor was attracted to 
irrigation because he saw in it the opportunity to promote more cooperative 
communities in the interior. This was firstly because irrigation would require landholders 
to cooperate to secure a regular water supply, sharing infrastructure and wrater. It was 
secondly because it made smaller blocks of land viable by increasing their productivity, 
ensuring that farmers could live in much closer proximity. Inspired by this belief, Taylor 
moved to Mildura and then to Renmark in the late 1890s, and was to spend the rest of 
his life promoting the Murray Riverland region.74 These two towns were formed as 
irrigation colonies at the end of the 1880s by George and William Chaffey, two Canadian 
brother-entrepreneurs who had developed similar ventures in the American West during
73 O’Collins, ‘Patrick McMahon Glynn’, 30—32; R B Walker, ‘Hugh Gilmore (1842—1891)’, ADB, vol 4, 
252. On Affleck and Longmuir, see Standard, 15 August 1939, 32. On J Day Thompson’s departure for 
England, see Jim Moss, Sound of Trumpets: Histoiy of the Labour Movement in South Australia, Wakefield Press, 
Netley: South Australia, 1985, 158. On Charles Marson’s departure, see Race Mathews, Australia’s First 
Fabians: Middle-Class Radicals, Labour Activists, and the FLarly Labour Movement, Cambridge University Press, 
Melbourne, 1993, 204.
74 Malcolm Saunders and Don Gobbett, With Lane in Paraguay: Harry Taylor of The Murray Pioneer 1873— 
1932, Central Queensland University Press in association with The Mutray Pioneer, Rockhampton, 1995, 12— 
13, 16-34.
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the 1870s and 1880s.75 Whilst disapproving of the fact that the Chaffeys had profited 
from land sales, land radicals were enamoured of the vision of an ‘intelligent life amongst 
the fruit trees’ associated with their colonies. r'
It is fascinating to see how Mildura and Renmark have exercised a hold over utopian 
desires in Australia. This was the case not simply in the late nineteenth century, but also 
across much of the twentieth. In her attempt to blend ‘new vistas’ with arcadian 
nostalgia, for example, the journalist Ernestine Hill was highly enamoured of the Murray 
Riverland towns. In the early 1930s, she published Water Into Gold (1937), a book-length 
paean to the Chaffeys’ irrigation endeavours. In it, she described George Chaffey in 
ludicrously hagiographical terms as a “redeemer of deserts” and “creator of colonies”. 
Like the land radicals before her, Hill regarded the Chaffeys’ towns as the perfect blend 
of rural enterprise and urbane modernity. Such a synthesis of parts was perhaps best 
symbolised by the image of William Chaffey’s gracious residence in Mildura: a mansion 
which now houses the Mildura Arts Centre, and which was regarded as the very last 
word in elegance at the turn of the twentieth century. (The ornate fountain at the front 
of the Chaffey residence appears in the image, Fountain Landscape 3, on the first page of 
this thesis). Hill also found much to enthuse about in the description of the average 
horticulturalist’s house in the 1930s. “A handsome villa” was to be found in every 
orchard, she claimed, blessed with all the conveniences of modern life — wide, shady 
verandahs, well-cared gardens, tradesmen calling, refrigerators and wirelesses and tennis 
courts, and almost every family has its car”.77
The houses of Renmark and Mildura were obviously without refrigerators and wirelesses 
in the 1890s. The towns were idealised by agrarian thinkers nonetheless for the blend of 
rustic greenery and gleaming modernity described by Ernestine Hill. When the irrigation 
advocate and evangelist Reverend A R E  Burton came to Mildura by paddlesteamer in 
the 1890s, for instance, he was at first astonished by the horticultural beauty he found 
there. “As far as the eye could reach”, he wrote, “there lay to the right and left of us an 
undulating plain of fertile land, studded thickly with well-kept orchards”. For all the
75 Ernestine Hill, Water Into Gold, Robertson & Mullens, Melbourne, 1951 (first published 1937), 61.
7(> Our Commonwealth, 31 July 1886, 83; 15 January 1887, 1.
77 Ibid. 247, 52. For an equally hagiographical account o f George Chaffey’s enterprise, see J A  Alexander, 
The U fe o f  George Chaffey: A Story o f  Irrigation Beginnings in California and Australia, Macmillan, Melbourne, 
1928.
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wonder of this vision, its crowning glory was the “prosperous township” near at hand.™ 
For agrarian advocates, this belief that Mildura and Renmark combined the rustic and 
the modern was also related to the sense that American and Old World features were 
perfecdy blended within them.
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HE Irrigation Colony System gives you a 
H ome ! A Home easily acquired. A  Com­
f o r t ab le  and H ealth y  H ome I A  Home 
that combines the conveniences of the Town 
with all the advantages of Country' Life. It 
also .gives you a Ple asan t  O ccupation. 
Ho work becomes more absorbing and pleasure-giving 
than that of the PRACTICAL HORTICULTURIST. It never 
grows monotonous or tiresome. You are always finding 
S omething N ew to interest you. The oldest gardeners 
a're the greatest enthusiasts. A sk any Man  connected 
J. with the pursuit; he will tell you he finds it more eugross- 
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him to give it up. If he became a millionaire, he V'ould still 
stick to the study o f plants and their habits. It is-a scientific 
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or recreation can offer. It benefits mind and body alike.
“A HOME that combines the conveniences of the Town with all the advantages of Country 
Life”. Chaffey Bros’ advertisement for Mildura and Renmark in the M ildura Cultivator, 
Special Centennial Exhibition Issue, 1888-9.
According to Ian Tyrrell, “the imagined landscape of Mildura and other Australian 
irrigadon centres came from American blueprints”. They were designed on the Chaffeys’ 
irrigation colony of Ontario, California, with “tree-lined streets ... laid out in an ordered 
grid pattern with wide boulevards”. Ontario had a grand thoroughfare which stretched 
for miles in either direction. Called ‘Euclid Avenue’, it was praised for its “magnificent” 
character by some Australian commentators. 79 Mildura was given a similar thoroughfare,
78 A R E Burton, Mildura, The True Australia Felix: How to Get Rich in Victoria, Spectator Publishing, 
Melbourne, 1892, 10; Michael Davitt, Life and Progress in Australasia, Methuen, London, 1898, 77. On 
Davitt’s links to George, see John L Thomas, Alternative America: Henry George, Edward Bellamy, Henry 
Demarest Lloyd and the Adversary Tradition, Harvard University Press, Cambridge: Massachusetts, 1983, 177— 
181.
79 Tyrrell, True Gardens, 135.
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named Deakin Avenue after the liberal irrigation advocate (and later Prime Minister), 
Alfred Deakin. Emphasising the sparklingly new, Yankee character of the town, 
observers such as Reverend Burton drew attention to the up-to-date nature of its 
“elegant shops” and facilities. Others noted its wide avenues with well-groomed trees, 
“through whose interlacing boughs may be seen many neat, well-kept villas”.80
If the imagined landscapes of Mildura and Renmark came from American blueprints, 
they were also praised by contemporaries for their charming, English village-like 
character. Along with the towns’ modern villas, the towns were extolled for their “cosy” 
or “rose-bowered cottages”, evoking images of Robert Blatchford’s Merrie England or of 
William Morris’ Nowhere.81 The Mildura Cultivator pandered to such imagery, its front 
cover depicting women in medieval dress beside a cornucopia of fruit and flowers.82 John 
Farrell’s friend and fellow land radical, Sidney Jephcott, was enamoured of very similar 
imagery. In 1894, he published a poem in the Beacon (a Victorian single tax paper), in 
which an idealised Murray landscape is described according to an Arts-and-Craft 
aesthetic:
Held in an endless network of fair roads,
And shining channels, brimmed with summer’s balm,
That crowns all drought with green, and hides with growth 
The generous farmsteads neighboured nigh, and cots 
Embowered of handicraftsmen free and proud,
And gardened cities spreading evermore.8’
As a columnist for the Mildura Cultivator in the late 1890s, the single taxer Harry Taylor 
praised the landscape appearing in the Biblical Song of Songs, a landscape which he 
considered similar to those in English pastoral poetry. “Let me ask the gentle reader 
whether he has ever noticed how beautiful and essentially ‘pastoral’ is [the] Song of 
Songs”, he wrote, “how the garden and the field and the vineyard, their fruits and
80 Burton, Mildura, The True Australia Felix, 11, 17; Guy Boothby, On the Wallaby or Through the Fast and 
Across Australia, Longmans, Green, London, 1894, 330; cf Ernestine Hill’s later characterisation o f Mildura 
as “a model American township” in Water Into Gold, 75.
81 Davitt, Fife and Progress, 77; J EM  Vincent, ed, The Australian Irrigation Colonies on the Parer Murray, Chaffey 
Bros, London, 1889, 104.
82 See illustration in chapter six, 218.
83 Sidney Jephcott, ‘How beautiful upon the mountains’, Beacon, 1 January 1894, written from Tintaldra on 
the Upper Murray.
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flowers and living creatures, are woven into the very texture of the poem”. He then went 
on to draw comparisons between this ‘pastoral’ description and the Riverland 
countryside. Elsewhere, he spoke of the beauty of native Australian bushes and the 
importance of maintaining them in the vicinity of Mildura.84
As urban historian Robert Freestone has pointed out, descriptions of Mildura and 
Renmark in the late 1800s often merged two conflicting models of the ideal built 
environment: the garden suburb and the city beautiful. The ‘garden suburb’ was 
associated with curvilinear streets, modest cottages, an ambience of cosiness and 
intimacy. By the end of the decade, it was also frequently associated with the ‘ye olde 
British’ architecture popularised by the Arts and Craft movement. (The Garden City 
architect Raymond Unwin was soon to cement this association between ‘garden suburb’ 
imagery and an Arts and Craft aesthetic, embracing the ideals of ‘medieval’ 
handcraftsmanship and simplicity in his designs for the first Garden City at Letchworth, 
England). The ‘city beautiful’ ideal, on the other hand, was far more American in tone, 
involving sweeping roads, grand monuments and impressive architecture. In many ways, 
this city beautiful was the antithesis of the visions usually attributed to Howard’s Garden 
City or to the ‘garden suburb’ ideal.85 When imagining Mildura and Renmark, agrarian 
contemporaries seemed to assume that these two ideals were compatible, and that they 
were capable of being combined in the towns.
84 ‘The Rambler’ (Harry Taylor), M ildura Cultivator, 15 October 1904, 331; M ildura Cultivator, 6 December 
1902, 4.
85 Robert Freestone, ‘The Australian Garden City’, in Ward, ed., The Garden City, 114. I note that there was 
also a contradiction between the idea o f a garden suburb and the Garden City as conceived by Howard, 
but the two were similarly interconnected in the public sensibility" Lewis Mumford, ‘Introduction’, to 
Ebenezer Howard, Garden Cities of To-Monvw, ed. F J Osborn, Faber & Faber, London, n.d., 35. For 
examples o f ‘garden suburbs’ in turn of the century’ Australia, see Sheridan Burke, ‘The Garden Suburb 
Idea, Its Evolution in New South Wales Before World War I and the Conservation of Haberfield Garden 
Suburb’, PhD Thesis, University o f Sydney, 1985, 76—79. For discussions of Raymond Unwin, see 
Standish Meacham, Regaining Paradise: Englishness and the Early Garden City Movement, Yale University Press, 
New Haven, 1999, 3—4, 77—89; Robert Beevers, The Garden City Utopia: A  Critical Biography of Eheneger 
Howard, St Martin’s Press, New York, 1988, 110.
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B lend in g ru stic ity  and  m odernity: lan d  rad icalism  in  an 
in d u stria lisin g  age
The single tax will “enlarge the avenues of employment, and impart a stimulus to 
every branch of industry”.86
British historians of the late Victorian era have often spoken of the expression of a 
‘peculiar Englishness’ apparent in the land reform discourse of the time. In Back to the 
Land, for example, }an Marsh’s concern is the influence of nostalgia for pre-industrial 
England upon late Victorian society. Standish Meacham has also explored “the ideas and 
ideals that shaped the early garden city movement in England”, arguing that they “were 
embedded in a vision of Englishness”.87 Certainly, there is something distinctively 
English about the Arts-and-Craft visuals associated with these movements: the flaxen­
haired maidens and meadows full of buttercups which appear in the work of Walter 
Crane or W’illiam Morris. The inspiration that John Ruskin took from medieval 
architecture was also obviously English in character.88
A heavy emphasis on the nostalgic Englishness of these proclivities obscures the fact 
that land reformers such as Alfred Russel Wallace borrowed heavily from their ‘go- 
ahead’ American counterparts. From the start, Wallace was open about George’s 
influence on his own thinking. So were the majority of land reformers and socialists in 
Britain in the 1880—90s. As a resident first of San Francisco and then of New York, 
George was the doyen of American progressive reformers and of ‘nostalgic’ British ones. 
The American soap manufacturer and millionaire Joseph Fels was a Georgist: he 
financed a number of ‘back-to-the-land’ experiments in the English countryside during 
this period.8'7 Model industrial towns in Chicago had similarly been an influence on 
Ebenezer Howard’s ‘English’ Garden City ideal.7"
86 Committee o f the Single Tax League o f New South Wales, The P rac tic ab ility  o f the S in gle T ax , Single Tax 
Leaflet No 3, 1890, 2.
87 Jan Marsh, B ack  to the L an d : The P asto ra l Im pulse in  E n glan d , from  1 8 8 0  to 1 9 1 4 , Quartet Books, London, 
1982; Meacham, R egain ing P arad ise , 1.
88 John Ruskin, cited in Marsh, B ack  to the L an d , 9.
89 Dennis Hardy, U top ian E n g lan d : Com m unity E xp erim en ts 1900—1 9 4 5 , E & F N Spon, London, 2000, 24. 
On Fels’ devotion to the single tax movement, see Arthur Nichols Young, The S in gle T a x  M ovem ent in  the 
U n ited  S ta tes, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1916, 163. Fels also donated money to the New South 
Wales’ single tax campaign: S tan d ard  (Sydney), 15 August 1939, 16—17.
90 Stanley Buder, V isio n aries an d  P lan n ers: The G arden C ity  M ovem ent an d  the M odem  Com m unity, Oxford 
University Press, New York, 1990, 27.
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Enlightened European thought also had a part to play in determining the character of 
the English pastoral impulse. According to Marsh, Kropotkin’s Fields, Factories and 
Workshops (“the Small is Beautiful of its day”) was highly influendal in Britain. The Russian 
anarchist’s work was a source of inspiration for a number of anarchist experiments in 
rural England.91 Like Fels, Kropotkin’s ideas did not always harmonise with a 
stereotypical ‘Merrie England’ sensibility. Not only was he ambiguous about the value of 
back-to-the-land initiatives, he was optimistic about the benefits that science and modern 
technology could bring to society.92 Some of those who participated in rural cooperatives 
in England shared in this enthusiasm. When the Manchester printer Thomas Smith 
developed his cooperative agricultural community in Essex, for example, he embraced a 
scientific form of cultivation very similar to that imagined by Kropotkin. Smith 
published a manual called French Gardening (1900), a work which was widely read by 
actual and aspiring small farmers in England. The image it painted was of “a scientifically 
managed market garden with intensive manuring, acres of cold frames, carefully 
regulated cloches and a large packing shed”.”
With its evocation of ‘high-tech’ cultivation, Marsh tells us, the picture portrayed in 
French Gardening was “probably not the pastoral image Smith and others had before 
setting off back to the land”.94 But scientifically managed gardening was in fact precisely 
the image many back-to-the-landers had in mind. When the Clousden Hill Free 
Communist and Cooperative Colony was established in 1895, its members aimed to give 
expression to the principles outlined in Kropotkin’s The Conquest o f  Bread (1892), 
including his belief in scientific agriculture. Many of the leading advocates of the pastoral 
impulse in England visited Smith’s Mayland community, apparently approving of his 
‘scientific’ techniques.93 Similarly, when Wallace described the changes that would take 
place in England after land nationalisation, he cited the development of “a good 
knowledge of agricultural chemistry” as one of its key advantages. Nationalising the land, 
Wallace argued, would lead to the introduction of “new modes of culture” and 
experimentation with novel seed varieties.”
91 Marsh, Back to the Land, 100.
92 Ibid.
93 Ibid., 116.
94 Ibid.
95 Denis Hardy, Alternative Communities in Nineteenth Century England, Longman, London, 1979, 16, 166—167.
96 Wallace, Land Nationalisation, 232.
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Australian land radicals were even more committed to scientific agriculture than their 
English counterparts. As Richard Waterhouse points out, very few Australian advocates 
of agrarianism gave voice to “a rhetoric of nostalgia, an expressed desire to recreate a 
vanished England” .9 ' Living in a continent where environmental pressures were 
necessitating larger and larger landholdings in the interior, and where vast territories 
were unsuited to agriculture, they found the prospect of scientific innovation especially 
alluring. One of the reasons they were so attracted to irrigation was that it was widely 
considered a ‘technological fix’ for aridity. With “scientific sharing and application of the 
rainfall”, argued Henry Taylor, the colony would soon be converted to “a land of corn, 
and wine, and oil / ... In every blessing blest”.9* Developments in soil chemistry and 
machinery were anticipated with similar enthusiasm. In the 1870s, great territories of the 
mallee lands in Victoria and South Australia had been taken up by farmers through the 
use of the ‘mallee roller’ or ‘mullenizer’, and later the stump jump plough.99 Whilst 
drought and economic depression had brought a halt to this period of agricultural 
expansion, the excitement of the 1870s informed many colonists’ thinking over the 
following decades. Certainly the belief that future innovations might make possible a 
renaissance of small farming infused much of the land radical’s hopes for the 
countryside.
The turn of the twentieth century in Australia was characterised by a desire to change the 
nature of the country’s soils through chemical and biological means. As early as the 
1850s, in fact, ‘experts’ had advised farmers to adopt a range of practices from the 
British mixed farming system. “With its application of animal manures to intensively 
cultivated plots and fields”, its use of fallowing and “deep ploughing”, this system (they 
hoped) would boost the fertility of Australian soils. By the 1880s, other practices were 
added to this list of recommendations. The use of artificially-produced phosphates was 
hailed as the agent of increased soil productivity.11,0 The use of ensilage (the process of 
preserving plants in airless silos for future use as fodder) was similarly advocated in both
97 Richard Waterhouse, ‘The yeoman ideal and Australian experience, 1860—1960’, in Kate Darian-Smith, 
Patricia Grimshaw, Keira Lindsey and Stuart McIntyre, eds, Exploring the British World: Identity —  Cultural 
Production —  Institutions, RMIT Publishing, Melbourne, 2004, 441.
98 Henry Taylor (not to be confused with Harry Taylor, another South Australian land radical cited earlier), 
‘Teetulpa and its lessons’, Our Commonwealth, 4 December 1886.
99 Meinig, On the Ala/gins of the Good Earth, 104—6.
100 Michael Williams, The Making of the South Australian Eandscape: A  Study in the Historical Geography of 
Australia, Academic Press, London, 1974, 280—297; cf Williams, ‘More and smaller is better: Australian 
rural settlement 1788—1914’, in J M Powell and Michael W'illiam, eds, Australian Space Australian Time: 
Geographical Perspectives, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1975, 87—91.
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the agricultural and land radical press. Ensilage promised to allow fodder to be amassed 
during periods o f high rainfall and preserved for future dry seasons. It was thus seen as 
significant for farmers attempting to maintain larger numbers o f livestock on the land. 
“The question of whether our natural grasses can be stored by the ensilage process” , 
wrote Frank Cotton in 1890, “ has been solved satisfactorily by Mr Loxly, o f Forbes” . 
“ ...It can, I think, be clearly shown that the productions o f the soil can be increased at 
least tenfold in this manner” .1"1
Like Thomas Smith in Essex, the small-farming enterprises imagined by Australia’s land 
radicals were based on a merger o f modernity and rusticity. They were attracted to the 
British mixed farming system on the basis that it entailed a “minute attention to the 
cultivation o f plant life” : composting, manuring, fallowing, and deep ploughing.1"2 These 
labour-intensive practices were the antithesis o f those used by pastoralists or capitalist 
wheat-farmers, many of whom were not the least interested in the long-term fertility of 
their lands. At the same time, land radicals also believed that new scientific developments 
could be grafted onto the mixed-farming system, assisting smallholders to alter the 
character o f Australia’s marginal soils. Increasing the productivity o f Australian 
territories in conjunction with a land tax, they argued, would bring an end to the 
stranglehold o f big squatters and other land monopolists upon them. Lands in proximity 
to towns would be able to support a greater population than they did currently. New 
avenues for employment would thus emerge both in the town and the country. It was 
presumably to further these ends that members o f the Birks family enrolled in the 
Roseworthy Agricultural College in the early 1890s, an institution founded a decade 
earlier to develop the “ incipient partnership o f farmer and scientist” .1"’ It was also to 
these ends that Harry Taylor argued for the need to place the “ latest scientific research 
and practice in irrigation and horticulture before settlers, encouraging methods that will 
bring the best return possible” .104
101 Frank Cotton, ‘The future possibilities o f our country’, Australian Standard, 20 April 1889, 3.
102 George Witherage Cotton, ‘Small holdings o f land the mainstay o f individual nations’, Shearers’ and 
General Laborers’ Record, 15 August 1892.
103 Meinig, On the Margins of the Good Earth, 123.
104 Harry Taylor, Tucker Prige Essay on the Single Tax, Single Tax League, Adelaide, 1892, 36.
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*The problem o f uncontrolled speculative development on city fringes is often discussed 
in the press or in parliament today. The sale o f lands previously used for farming or 
market gardening for the purpose o f housing development is now widely recognised as a 
serious environmental issue. Attempting to alleviate some o f the demand for greenfield 
housing development, the New South Wales’ Government has promoted medium- 
density development in Sydney’s existing suburbs, attracting heated protest from 
residents and developers. Bob Carr, until very recently New South Wales’ Labor Premier, 
has argued that this policy is necessary to minimise the cost o f public infrastructure, and 
to contain the ecological impact o f urban sprawl. He has also called on the Federal 
Liberal Government to reduce its annual intake o f immigrants to Australia in order to 
take some o f the population pressure away from Sydney. The Federal Government has 
refused this request, however, instead determining upon a policy o f prioritising 
immigration to rural areas —  a desire which may well have been applauded by the late 
nineteenth-century land radicals. 105
The parallels between the land radicals’ views on unchecked ‘greenfield’ development 
and the policy issues confronting urban planners today suggests an approach which 
breaks out o f the ‘forward or backward-looking?’ dichotomy usually applied to them. 
These people were neither simply ‘romantic’ nor ‘rational’ in their approach to 
Australia’s future.1"6 Certainly a symbolic opposition between City and Country was
105 por considered discussions of these issues, see Russ Grayson, ‘Brogden aims to capitalise on Sydney’s
urban stress’, Document created by the National Forum, 11 December 2002, 
<http:/ / \vww.onlineopinion. com.au/view. asp?article= 1682>. viewed 2 February 2005; Russ Grayson, 
‘Giving outer-Sydney a facelift: some opportunities for urban development’, Document created by 
National Forum, 12 May 2004, <http:// www.onlineopinion.com.au/view.asp?,article=:22()l>: John 
Gebhart, ‘Population, immigration and the regional role’, Document created by Federation of Ethnic 
Communities Council of Australia,
<http:/ /www.fecca.org.au/Committees/Reg” o20Dev" o20Papers/Gebhardt.html>. viewed 30 May 2005. 
Cf an allusion to these controversies in Sean O’Hanlon, ‘Cities, suburbs and communities’, in Martyn 
Lyons and Penny Russell, eds, Australia's History: Themes and Debates, University of New South Wales Press, 
Sydney, 2005, 183.
106 According to Richard Waterhouse, there were two broad schools of agrarianism throughout the West in 
this period. The first was that of the “romantic agrarians”, who “looked back to a rural, static society 
characterised by a morally virtuous yeomanry”. The second was the province of the “rational agrarians”, 
who “looked forward to a dynamic culture whose prosperity was promoted by a morally virtuous and 
entrepreneurial yeoman class”. Both forms of agrarian discourse could be found in Australia; indeed, he 
says, most Australians appeared to confuse the two. Nonetheless, a significantly greater emphasis was 
placed on the rational elaboration of the ‘yeoman ideal’. (Waterhouse, ‘The yeoman ideal’, 442). My 
argument throughout this paper is subtly different to this. Australian land radicals, I argue, sought a 
synthesis between the romantic and the rational in their agrarianism. Similarly, many other agrarian 
proponents refused to recognise a sharp distinction between the two.
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retained in their rhetoric. The idea that country air could counteract city vice appeared 
throughout single tax speeches and pamphlets. Notions of this kind, however, were 
overwhelmingly used to argue for a melding of urban and rural life. With the single tax, its 
supporters claimed, those presently ‘jammed in the back slums’ would discover the 
delights of open space and unpolluted air. At the same time, ‘education, civilisation and 
culture’ would be brought to 
they were no longer subjected
those currently living in rural ‘backwaters’, ensuring that 
to the sneers of metropolitan society.
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Chapter Three
Transcending Class? Single taxers and the politics of
utopia
Karl Marx wrote only for the schoolmen and the enthusiasts through whom his 
theories are slowly filtering down, while George wrote in the language of the 
people for the people and with a force and fire that only one who was of the 
people could feel.
William Lane1 2
The single taxer John Farrell first met Bridget Gulson behind the bar of the Turk’s Head 
Hotel, Albury, in 1883. That’s at least how his daughter Olivia described it decades later, 
after her father had been dead fifty years and Bridget Gulson was one of her oldest 
friends. Farrell had come to Albury to apply for a manager’s job at the brewery, and with 
his wife and young children back in Victoria he was looking for a room to board. Bridget 
took one look at his “dapper clothes”, his “fancy vest” and cosmopolitan air, and 
narrowed her eyes. She didn’t want “a real gussy” like him, she said to Farrell. They 
didn’t take “that kind of boarders at the Hotel, but just plain working men”. LIndeterred, 
Farrell pleaded to be given a chance. If Bridget let him stay the night, he said, in the 
morning she’d see him in his “working togs”, and then he was sure he’d pass the test. 
And sure enough, in the morning he’d discarded his fancy clothes and appeared before 
her in bloucher boots, “dungaree trousers hitched up with a cord”, and “for effect a 
coloured hanky round his neck”. Bridget Gulson evidently approved: she not only let 
him stay, but later became close to Farrell and the rest of his family."
}ohn Farrell died in the last days of 1903. Soon after his death, the Labor member 
George Black wrote a memoir of their friendship for the Sydney Worker. In the early 
1890s, he said, Farrell was appointed editor of the Daily Telegraph. Having landed this 
prestigious job, some of Inis friends suggested that it was no longer appropriate to go 
about in “the clothes of Bohemia”. Farrell agreed, and went out and bought himself the 
uniform they wore at the high end of town. “For some weeks”, Black remembered,
1 William Lane, cited in Lloyd Ross, William Lane and the Australian Labor Movement, Sydney Forward Press, 
Sydney, 1965, 61.
2 This story is recounted by Farrell’s daughter, Olivia Macinante, in a letter to a local Albury historian in 
the early 1950s. She also provided a later, slightly different version to S E Tearle, who was collecting 
memories o f Farrell in late 1959—1960. See Olivia Macinante to Wat Fielder, 17 January 1952, John Farrell 
Papers, Mitchell Library, ML MSS 1522/1 Item 1; and Olivia Macinante, Handwritten notes, John Farrell: 
Miscellaneous Documents 1952-C.1960, (compiled by S E Tearle), Mitchell Library, ML MSS 1541.
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“King-street chuckled as John Farrell rolled down its sidewalks beneath a glossy 
belltopper”, sporting a frock-coat with tails that always seemed to get in his way. “Every 
ten paces or so” he stopped and struggled to remove matches from his trouser pockets; 
swearing in an Irish brogue which rather detracted from the patrician effect of his 
clothes. Farrell “did not fit the editorial chair and it did not fit him”, Black concluded 
affectionately. After a short period he quit the position and went back to his old job as 
leader-writer, allowing him to spend more time with his family, his garden, his poetry, 
and his advocacy of the single tax.3 (“My position on the Telegraph is a good one”, Farrell 
wrote in a letter at the time, “and my relations with the proprietary excellent, but I 
should feel much more satisfaction in devoting my whole energy to something more 
solid and enduring”.)4 5
*
The politics of Australia’s single taxers is most often described as ‘middle class’. “[Henry] 
Georgism appealed to the liberal middle classes in the cities”, writes Verity Burgmann.3 
“George’s was fundamentally a middle-class vision”, says Ian Tyrrell, “in which the 
proletariat became small-scale property-holders and social harmony prevailed”.6 It is not 
hard to see why this view has such currency. Most land radicals appear to have been 
skilled artisans and white collar workers if they were men; the sort of people described 
by labour historians as the ‘aristocracy of labour’ and/or the ‘lower middle class’. Less is 
known about the women involved in the movement, but the most prominent at least 
were well-educated housewives or, less often, teachers and writers. Land radicals of both 
sexes were steeped in evangelical Protestantism, often seen as a defining feature of the 
Victorian bourgeoisie.
As Farrell’s protean wardrobe suggests, however, male land radicals sought to transcend 
class. Some of the men prided themselves on their chameleon-like social identity: their 
ability to assume the guise of a worker one minute, a member of ‘the tolerably successful 
classes’ the next, much as one picked out a suit of clothes. Men such as Farrell sought to
3 George Black, ‘John Farrell —A memory’, Worker (Sydney), 16 January 1904, 42.
4 John Farrell to Sir Henry Parkes, 26 December 1890, Parkes Correspondence, vol 13, Mitchell Library, 
346.
5 Verity Burgmann, ‘In Our Time’: Socialism and the Rise of Tabor, 1885—1905, George Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 
1985, 7.
6 Ian Tyrrell, True Gardens of the Gods: Califomian-Australian Environmental Reform, 1860—1930, University' o f 
California Press, Berkeley, 1999, 39.
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be accepted in workshops and offices, farm-sheds and drawing-rooms, small-town 
Albury or busy down-town King-street. Others cultivated a certain eccentricity in an 
attempt to win exemption from existing social categories. Women land radicals were not 
concerned so much with emphasising their transcendence of class: the same 
opportunities for social and geographical mobility, after all, were not available to them. 
At the same time, the fact that land radical discourse rejected “the primacy of class-based 
issues” made room for them to claim a space within it. Like their male colleagues, 
women land radicals appealed to universalist terms such as ‘all humanity’, ‘the people’, 
‘the community’ or ‘the common family’, claiming that such categories transcended 
distinctions of sex if not also of class.
In Visions o f  the People (1994), Patrick Joyce uncovered an abundance of social 
vocabularies which existed as alternatives to class in late nineteenth-century Britain. He 
referred to these under the general heading of ‘populism’. Following what has become 
known as the ‘populist turn’ amongst British social historians, Frank Bongiorno made 
similar discoveries in his study of the Victorian labour movement.7 8 Many of the insights 
of this ‘populist’ historiography are keenly relevant to this chapter. As in the work of 
Joyce, Bongiorno and Gareth Stedman Jones, my discussion of the land radicals rejects a 
direct causal link between the material conditions experienced by a particular 
socioeconomic group and its politics. It is not so much the description of land radicals as 
people from ‘middle class’ backgrounds that I take issue with here — although, in the 
case of land radical men in particular, this claim needs considerable qualification. Instead, 
it is the description of their politics as ‘middle class’ that I am chiefly concerned with, a 
term still often used to designate a range of loaded concepts: ‘liberal’, ‘reformist’, 
‘individualist’ and ‘anti-labour’. It is only by getting past these concepts that we can hope 
to understand the land radicals’ own claims for their movement, fascinatingly strange and 
frustratingly contradictory as they often appear today.
In the following, I speak of the land radicals’ social imaginary as utopian or visionary rather 
than populist. The land radicals’ outlook is best understood as utopian because they saw
7 Barbara Taylor, Eve and the New Jerusalem Socialism and Feminism in the Nineteenth Century, Virago, London, 
1983, xv.
8 Patrick Joyce, Visions of the People: Industrial England and the Question of Class, 1848—1914, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, 1994, 58; Frank Bongiorno, The People’s Party: Victorian Labor and the Radical 
Tradition, !875—1914, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1996, 188—198; Bongiorno, ‘Class, populism 
and labour politics in Victoria, 1890—1914’, Labour History, 66, May 1994, 14—32.
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social relations as potentially harmonious, provided that profound social change took 
place in order for this to occur. They believed that their fluid social and polidcal 
idenddes were anchored by a commitment to an overarching utopian-cum-millennial 
goal: the ideal democracy or the Kingdom of God on earth. Again, the idea of 
transcendence is relevant here. Society could be ‘transformed from within’, as they saw 
it, through acts inspired by the utopian imagination or by millennial belief. Doctrinal and 
social heterogeneity within their ranks could be transcended through common 
commitment to a utopian end. So too could the considerable social diversity they hoped 
to achieve amongst their supporters. Animated by beliefs of this kind, land radicals 
strove to articulate a language which eschewed both ‘revolutionary’ and ‘reformist’ 
approaches to society, relying neither on ‘middle-class individualism’ nor on ‘working- 
class solidarity’.
C lass, the peop le, an d  the m ale sin g le  taxer
The single tax vision of society, says Verity Burgmann, was never “fundamentally 
opposed to the world-vision of the rich and powerful”. For this reason, it was criticised 
by socialist agitators as inadequate “from a working-class viewpoint”. A ll land reformers 
were effectively bourgeois, suggested Humphrey McQueen in A New Britannia (1970). 
The supporters of free selection in the 1850s and of the single tax in the 1890s were 
alike: both campaigned for land reform in the service of middle-class interests.9 10
Eschewing this doctrinaire approach, Airlie Worrall conducted an empirical study of the 
movement, analysing the occupations and geographical location of those who enrolled in 
the land nationalisation and single tax leagues. Looking both at these details and at the 
close links between liberalism and land radicalism, she concluded that the movement was 
overwhelmingly “lower middle class”, concentrated in respectable suburbs of the capital 
cities."’
Land radicalism was essentially a ‘lower middle class’ movement, Worrall claims, because 
its typical member was one of “the better kind of tradesman”: a bootmaker, jeweller, 
carpenter, or printer. These occupational categories are often described differently
9 Burgmann, In Our Time, 7, 1; Humphrey McQueen, A  New Britannia: A n Argument Concerning the Social 
Origins of Australian Radicalism and Nationalism, Penguin, Ringwood, 1986, 158.
10 Airlie Worrall, ‘The New Crusade: The Origins, Activities, and Influence o f the Single Tax Leagues, 
1889—1895’, Masters Thesis, University of Melbourne, 1978, 8.
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elsewhere: as working class or ‘the aristocracy of labour’.11 The majority of land radicals 
thus appear to have been drawn from occupations difficult to categorise according to 
socio-economic definitions of class. Scates’s subtle account of the movement is indeed 
suggestive of this. Contrary to Worrall, he argues that very few single taxers earned a 
living from a trade. Australia’s land radicals are best understood, he says, as members of 
“a declining middle class”. The majority of those involved in the Single Tax Leagues 
were white-collar workers at risk of a sharp descent into poverty during the 1890s 
depression. A significant proportion of these people moved in “a shaded social milieu”, 
effectively occupying “an ‘indeterminate social strata’ between ... wage labour and self- 
employment”.12
Neither Burgmann nor McQueen make reference to John Farrell. If they had, they might 
well have presented him as an exemplary member of the land-reforming middle classes. 
By 1890, Farrell was living in the decent Sydney suburb of Lewisham, still publishing 
poetry in the Bulletin (he had done so since 1883), and employed as leader-writer at the 
Daily Telegraph. Fie was a man with an ‘excellent’ relationship with the Telegraph's owners, 
a man who exchanged cordial letters with both Sir Henry Parkes and Henry George, and 
who spent the last years of his life combining his involvement in the single tax 
movement with the powerful free trade lobby.1’
Looking more closely at this mercurial Figure, however, it is apparent that he spent a 
significant part of his working career as a member of the ‘indeterminate social strata’ 
described by Scates. Before Farrell took to journalism, or even his managerial job in 
Albury, he worked first as a small farmer and then at breweries in Bendigo and elsewhere 
in Victoria. He embarked on his own brewery venture in Goulburn for a short-lived and 
apparently financially disastrous period during the mid—1880s, and later spent a short 
time in Lithgow, a coal-mining town in New South Wales, as the proprietor of the cash- 
strapped Lithgow Enterprise and Australian Land Nationaliser. Upon moving to Sydney, he 
formed close relationships with emerging Labor advocates such as George Black and
11 Charles Fahey has spoken o f the elite metal, printing, and building tradesman in Victoria, suggesting that 
the carpenters and printers amongst the single taxers might indeed be described as the ‘aristocracy of 
labour’. Charles Fahey, ‘The aristocracy o f labour in Victoria, 1881—1911’, Australian Historical Studies, 
26:102, April 1994, 77-96.
12 Bruce Scates, A  New A ustralia: Citizenship, Radicalism and the F irst Republic, Cambridge University' Press, 
Cambridge, 1997, 17, 23; cf Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, 8, 114.
13 See Bertram Stevens, ‘About John Farrell’, Mitchell Library, C327. For this reason and others, Farrell is 
presented by Worrall as the foremost single taxer in the colonies: “Henry George’s principal propagandist 
in Australia”. Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, 139.
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fellow bulletin contributor William Astley, and he maintained these friendships 
throughout his later collaboration with the free trade movement.14
The many faces of John Farrell
In his first incarnation, Farrell appears in flamboyant poet’s guise, with tousled hair and 
dashing corsage. Secondly, see him in ‘plain workingmen’s garb’, his hair bluntly-cut, sans 
collar or tie. Lastly, we see him as Farrell the Respectable, stiff-moustached and 
fastidiously attired. (All photographs without date, reproduced courtesy of the State 
Library of New South Wales).
Many other land radicals had similarly itinerant and eclectic existences. Frequendy 
portrayed as an exemplary member o f the middle class, Henry George himself lived “a 
helter-skelter sort o f life”. He left school in Philadelphia at fourteen to learn a trade as a 
compositor, then to work (amongst other things) as a sailor, a would-be prospector for 
gold in California, a failed clothes-wringer salesman, a part-dme reader o f gas-meters, 
and lasdy as a journalist in San Francisco and New York. Whilst he came to Australia as 
a celebrated reformer in 1890, the last time he had been there was as ship’s boy on the 
Hindoo, a merchant vessel bound for India, much plagued with rats and cockroaches. He 
spent many years during his journalistic career unemployed or pardally employed, on one 
notable occasion reduced to begging from a man in the street.'3
14 See the single extant issue of the Lithgow 'Enterprise and Australian Land Nationalise^ dated 29 September 
1887, in Mitchell Library. See also Mary Gilmore, ‘John Farrell’, Typescript of lecture given to Lawson 
Society c. 1940, ‘John Farrell. Works with Genealogical Notes’, Mitchell Library, ML MSS 1522/1 Item 2. 
Farrell to Parkes, op. cit., 346; Farrell to William Asdey, undated, William R Astley Papers, 1891—92, 
Mitchell Library, ML Aa9/1—7; on Astley’s connection to Labor, see B G Andrews, William Astley (1855— 
1911)’, Australian Dictionaiy o f  Biography (hereafter referred to as ADB), ed. N B Nairn, A G Serle, R B 
Ward, Melbourne University Press, Carlton, vol 3, 57.
15 Daniel Aaron, Men o f Good Hope: A Story o f  American Progressives, Oxford University Press, New York, 
1961, 58; cf John L Thomas, Alternative America: Henry Geoige, Edward Bellamy, Henry Demarest Lloyd and the
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In Australia, the land radical Ignatius Bell, one of the founders of the Land 
Nationalisation League in New South Wales, spent time as a boy working on an orchard 
owned by his mother on the Parramatta River at Ryde, on the outskirts of Sydney. Later 
he was a bootmaker in Windsor, Orange, Bathurst and Forbes (all country towns in New 
South Wales), with a stint spent in “the back country, with a few loads of merchandise, 
hawking”.16 Frank Cotton had been a drover, farmer, shearer, and trade unionist, before 
moving to Sydney as a journalist and early Labor member.1 A G Huie spent time 
“plodding the goldfields in northern Riverina”, working as a shop assistant at fourteen, a 
“rural worker” and journalist in Lake Cagellico, a town in remote northwestern New 
South Wales. At the turn of the century, just as he was intensifying his involvement in 
the single tax movement, Pluie was working as a “labourer in Sydney’s telephone 
tunnels”.18
Given the sustained attack on labour and social history that has occurred over at least the 
last four decades, it is obviously an open question as to what is meant by ‘class’. 
According to Patrick Joyce, left historians have most often been referring to three tilings 
when conducting class analyses: firstly, to economic criteria; secondly, to “relations of 
exclusion, of fairly clearly demarcated boundaries”, and thirdly, to conflictual relations: 
“a sense of class defined in relation to, and usually over and against, other classes”.19 
Feminist historians would no doubt add a fourth category here. As Ava Baron, Joan 
Scott and many others have shown, class is a concept that has most often been 
determined by involvement in the sphere of paid employment, and is thus 
overwhelmingly masculine in character.20
This fourfold schema obviously leaves room for a spectrum of more subtle differences 
in any given historian’s working definition of class. When Stuart Macintyre reviewed 
notions of class within Australian labour historiography up to 1976, he discovered that a
Adversary Tradition, Belknap Press, Cambridge: Massachusetts, 1983, 6—18, 102—104; cf a brief reference to 
George’s visit to Melbourne aboard the Hindoo in 1855 in John Hammond Moore, ‘Americans in Australia, 
1870—1970’, (Unfinished manuscript), Mitchell Library, MLMSS 3746, 115.
u> Ignatius Bell, ‘Ignatius Bell’s biographical notes’, in John Farrell Papers, Mitchell Library, ML MSS 
1522/1 Item 2.
17 Bede Nairn, ‘Francis Cotton, 1891—1939’, ADB, vol 8, 119.
18 Anon., ‘Man of letters’, The Sun, 20 August 1926, in A G Huie Papers, Mitchell Library, ML MSS 
1407/1.
19 Joyce, Visions, 11.
20 Kathleen Canning, Languages of Lahor and Gender. Female Factory Work in Germany, 1850—1914, Cornell 
University Press, Ithaca: New York, 1996, 5—8; cf Kathleen Canning, ‘Gender and the politics of class 
formation: Rethinking German labor history’, American Historical Review, June 1992, 737—738.
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range of definitions were then available within the field, from McQueen’s emphasis on 
Gramscian hegemony to Terry Irving and R W Connell’s indebtedness to the ‘culturalist’ 
framework of E P Thompson. Nonetheless, his survey bears testimony to the generic 
description just outlined. At least until the mid 1970s, that is, the concept of ‘class’ 
amongst Australian labour historians has most often referred to a group of people who 
derive their key identity from economic factors, from a gendered distinction between 
‘work’ and ‘non-work’; and further from a sense of antagonism to and distinction from  
other socioeconomic groups.-1
A bewildering range of class analyses and critiques have appeared since Macintyre’s 
survey. The main bulk of feminist critique has emerged since the mid 1970s, calling 
variously for a rejection of class as “the privileged signifier of social relations” or for a 
‘doubled vision’ which draws attention to “the simultaneity of sex and class in the lives 
of both men and women”.2- Historians of the ‘linguistic turn’ essentially see class as a 
form of consciousness rather than a relationship to the means of production; a social 
identity based on a certain way of understanding society. (According to Stedman Jones, 
“class is a discursive rather than an ontological reality”).2’ At the same time, they 
challenge the very notion of fixed identity. It is a nonsense to speak of a group of people 
exhibiting “a single, unified class consciousness”, they argue. We should speak instead of 
“different, overlapping and often competing identities that are mobilised and brought 
into play in different contexts”.24
The idea that phenomena should be seen as discursive rather than ontological — that it 
is a question of either one or the other — is not one that I share. Nonetheless, the insights 
of postmodern historians have been valuable to me in coming to an understanding of 
the single taxers’ social and political fluidity.25 In no sense did John Farrell exhibit a
21 See, for example, Macintyre’s summary o f Terry Irving and R W  Connell’s notion of class (pl31); o f 
Irving and Baiba Berzins’ earlier definition (pi30); and his own emphasis on the antagonistic nature o f 
Australian class relations at the end o f the survey (pl37). See also his analysis o f Humphrey McQueen’s 
work, which placed such an emphasis on the need for a working class to exhibit a consciousness o f 
exclusivity and antagonism that it led him to deny that one existed in late nineteenth century Australia. 
Stuart McIntyre, ‘The making o f the Australian working class: An historiographical survey’, in Penny 
Russell and Richard White, eds, Pastiche 1: Reflections on Nineteenth Century Australia, Allen & Unwin, St 
Leonards, 1994, 125-129.
22 Sally Alexander and Joan Scott, both cited in Canning, ‘Gender’, 738.
23 Gareth Stedman Jones, languages of Class, 8.
24 Macintyre, ‘The making o f the Australian working class’, 139.
25 As I noted in my introduction, my discussion throughout this thesis is informed by the ‘negotiated 
postmodernism’ apparent in the work o f historians such as Kathleen Canning and Gabrielle Spiegel, both
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singular consciousness either as a 'worker’ or as a member of the ‘middle class’, and in 
this he is a convenient cipher for the majority of single tax men. Whilst they were more 
constrained in the range of social identities to which they could give expression, female 
single taxers are nonetheless unable to be characterised in any simplistic way. Evangelical 
Christians and New Women, they saw themselves as members of a utopian community 
which at once stood outside polite middle-class society and sought to transform it from 
within.
Rethinking Australian Land Radicalism: Gareth Stedman Jones, the 
‘populist turn’ and Australian labour history
The use of dress as a synecdoche of class is often evident in colonial Australian accounts. 
Labourers are frequently referred to in the nineteenth-century press by their ‘horny 
hands’ and rolled-up shirt sleeves; politicians and capitalists were ‘bell-toppers’ and 
frock-coated Fat Men. Professionals and other ‘white collar’ workers were sometimes 
referred to as “the broadcloth section of society”.26 Given this, Farrell’s ability to move 
between different styles of dress was an obvious means through which to lay claim to the 
transcendence of class. The journalist-politician Frank Cotton made similar efforts to 
promote what Geoff Eley would call his social ‘unfixity’.2' On the one hand, Cotton was 
happy to describe himself as a member of the “classes ... out of which the average M.P’s 
and J.P ’s and a host of other little Ps are made”. On the other hand, he wore the old 
shearing-callouses on his hands as badges of his familiarity with manual labour and its 
concerns.28
o f whom reject an ‘either/or’ approach to the relationship between discursive and material reality. These 
ideas will be taken up in the following chapter. For the moment, see Kathleen Canning, ‘Feminist history 
after the linguistic turn: historicising discourse and experience’, Signs, 19:2, 1994, 368—404; Canning, ‘The 
Body as method? Reflections on the place o f the body in gender and history’, Gender and Histoty, 11:3, 
1999, 499—513; Gabrielle Spiegel, ‘History’, historicism and the social logic o f the text in the middle ages’, 
Speculum, 65, 1990, 59—86.
26 W  H Traill, cited in John Rickard, Class and Politics: New South Wales, Victoria and the Early Commonwealth, 
1890—1910, Australian National University' Press, Canberra, 1976, 31.
27 Geoff Eley’, cited in Patrick Joyce, Democratic Subjects: The Self and the Social in Nineteenth Centmy England, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge: New York, 1994, 154.
28 Frank Cotton, ‘Give me time’, Australian Standard, 28 February' 1890, 10; Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, 
175.
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LABOR V. LAND MONOPOLY.
Dress as a synecdoche of class
The bell-toppered Fat Man and Labour in shirt-sleeves (Worker; Sydney, 9 March 1895).
Other land radicals in addidon to Farrell and Cotton sought to cultivate their own sense 
of class transcendence through the adoption of eccentricity, whether sartorial or 
otherwise. Memoirs of Harry Taylor note his simultaneous carelessness and showiness in 
dress: his tussore silk suit teamed with shabby sandshoes, “the laces undone and 
trailing”, and his sporting of a beard long after it had stopped being fashionable. The 
stockbroker-journalist and one-time Labor candidate Cornelius Proud was given to a 
certain flamboyance in dress. In the photograph appearing in the introduction, he is 
shown sporting a stylish cloth-covered topee and matching jacket; the sort of ensemble 
one might imagine a man accused of political ‘faddishness’ might wear. Reverend Charles 
Marson was a far more arrant eccentric, taking delight in scandalising his polite Anglican 
congregations at every opportunity. He was not averse to a drink at his local hotel; at the 
same time he favoured the stylised pomp of the Anglo-Catholic ceremony, mortifying 
some of his Low Church parishioners with his penchant for incense and bells.
29 On Taylor, see Merridy Howe, ‘Harr}’ Taylor’, Personalities Remembered, No 34, Australian Broadcasting 
Commission, Adelaide, 24 January’ 1971, 6; Walter Crocker, ‘Harry’ Tucker o f “The Murray Pioneer’”,
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Single taxers promoted a sense of classlessness in their formal rhetoric as well as their 
physical appearance. They did not see their movement as one for the ‘middle class’, nor 
was it for the ‘working class’ — rather, they strove to overcome and extinguish these 
categories. In their place, they looked to the producers, humanity, to a universal brotherhood or 
the people. “I do not want to talk to a class. I would like to talk to the whole people”, was 
one of George’s refrains. Land radicals seek to hush “the clamour and din of class”, said 
Frank Cotton, replacing it with the notion that all were ‘the children of the All Father, 
and therefore brethren”. There is a “solidarity between all who labour”, intoned the 
Victorian single taxer Max Hirsch, whether they manned machinery, cultivated turnips, 
wrote for a newspaper, or managed a bank. This solidarity “was a living burning truth as 
between all... mankind”.30 “If any section of the community is allowed to control the 
land it controls the life, the labour, and the liberty of the people”, announced Reverend 
Hugh Gilmore, President of the Adelaide Single Tax League at the time. Since a small 
section of the community did in fact control of the land, “the people are kept in 
involuntary idleness and wrant, and the producers are robbed of a large share of the produce 
of their labour” [my italics].31
That land radicals described their constituency as ‘the whole people’ or ‘all who labour’ 
will set alarm-bells ringing for anyone familiar with Gareth Stedman Jones’s essay 
‘Rethinking Chartism’ (1983), and the ‘populist turn’ which it encouraged amongst 
British social historians. The Chartists also appealed to the ‘producers’ or ‘the people’, 
using a vocabulary at least superficially similar to that of the single taxers. According to 
Stedman Jones, this made it inappropriate to describe them in class terms. The Chartists 
saw themselves as a movement of the politically unrepresented against the represented, 
not of the economically oppressed against the owners of capital. Their world-view was 
inherited from the radical tradition, with its political (rather than economic) explanations 
of social oppression. Given this, Jones concluded, it is inaccurate to view them as
Personalities Remembered, No 78, ABC, Adelaide, 1971, 4—5; Malcolm Saunders, ‘Harry Samuel Taylor’, ADB, 
vol 12, 180. On Proud, see Scates, A New Australia, 17, 106—8, 130, and the illustration in the introduction, 
15. On Marson, see Qui^ 17 July 1891, 6; 21 February 1890, 1; 24 October 1890, 3; and 11 March 1892, 8; 
Race Mathews, Australia's First Fabians: Middle-Class Radicals, Labour Activists, and the Early Labour Movement, 
Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 1993, 35—44.
30 Henry George, The Land for the People: An Address Delivered Bj Henry George at Ashton-LJnder-Lyne, England, 
Port Adelaide Taxation Reform League, Port Adelaide, 1889, 3; cf the editorial o f Our Commonwealth, May 
1887; Frank Cotton, ‘The Prophet of San Francisco’, in The Prophet of San Francisco and Other Sketches, 
Sydney, 1888, 28; Max Hirsch, The Solidarity of Labour, Land Values League, Melbourne, 1894, 1—2; Anon., 
‘Lecture by Max Hirsch: “The solidarity of labour’”, Weekly Herald, 4 September 1895, 3.
31 Reverend Hugh Gilmore, The Single Tax, printed in The Pioneer, 16 May 1891, 13.
I l l
participants in ‘working-class’ struggle — in spite of the fact that a large proportion of 
them were manual labourers.32
Obviously, Stedman Jones’ argument does not apply of itself to Australian land 
radicalism in the 1880—90s. Throughout his essay, the Chardsts are effectively presented 
as mid-century naifr. they struggled against social injustice as they perceived it, but were 
innocent of an economic understanding of their own oppression, limiting themselves in 
the process to old-style radical prescriptions for social change. The late nineteenth- 
century land radicals, on the other hand, had no chance of remaining innocent of class- 
based understandings of society. Priding themselves on their familiarity with the most 
‘advanced’ thought of their day, they were well-versed in the ideas of the political 
economists, socialists, and other labour activists around them. Even the most 
conservative single taxers framed George’s ideas as the solution for unemployment, 
sweating, poor working conditions, low wages, and other economic ills. The more radical 
claimed alternatively to represent ‘the people’ generally and ‘labour’ more specifically, 
speaking a language which Joan W Scott might well describe as a “melange of [political] 
interpretations and programs”.33
Whilst Hugh Gilmore was happy to speak of landowners as a ‘small section of the 
common family’ intent on robbing ‘the people’, for example — the sort of social analysis 
one might well have encountered in a Chartist demonstration — he was also prepared to 
denounce capitalists during the Maritime Strike for their manipulation of labour. It was 
an iniquity, he said at a Port Adelaide rally, that “capital could withhold from labour the 
opportunity of production”. It was also an iniquity that capital presented itself as “the 
partner of labour”, arguing that “therefore [it] ought to have a fair share of the
32 Gareth Stedman Jones, ‘Rethinking Chartism’, in his The Languages of Class: Studies in English Working-Class 
History, 1832—1982, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1983, 90—178.
33 Joan W  Scott, Gender and the Politics of History, Princeton University Press, London, 1988, 55—67. In this 
work, Scott criticises ‘Rethinking Chartism’ for its understanding o f political movements as linear and two- 
dimensional. Any political movement is instead a “melange o f interpretations and programs”, she says, 
operating in a three-dimensional discursive field. Robert Gray makes a similar point in his critique of 
‘Rethinking Chartism’. Political discourses such as radicalism or Chartism, he insists, are neither linear nor 
coherent. Whilst Stedman Jones’ commentary on Chartism has been influential in this chapter, it is this 
concept of politics that I have adopted in trying to comprehend the land radical movement. I have 
assumed, in other words, that late nineteenth century land radicalism cannot be read as simply a 
continuation of either the radical or liberal traditions. Robert Gray, ‘The deconstructing o f the English 
working class’ [rev. art.], Social History, 2:3, October 1986, 367—8.
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product”.34 Similarly, the l roice declared that George’s movement was “essentially a 
labour movement”. The key aim of the single tax, apparently, was to burst open “the 
constricting bands of wagedom that still encircle us”.33
As Scates points out, many South Australian land radicals were attracted to the idea of 
British manufacturer and philosopher Michael Flurscheim. This was because he 
attempted to merge support for the single tax with an anti-capitalist agenda, effectively 
merging two types of vocabularies.36 The Australian Standard\ New South Wales’ 
foremost single tax paper, also extracted work by Flurscheim in 1889—90, along with that 
of the South Australian land nationaliser and Fabian socialist, A W Rayment.37 The sense 
of land radicalism as a syncretic movement, capable of absorbing a number of political 
traditions, is indeed vividly apparent from a number of events reported in the Australian 
Standard at the time. At a rally in support of the London dock workers’ strike in late 
1889, Frank Cotton stood on a platform beside Australian Socialist League members. Fie 
delivered a rousing speech in which he called on “the workers of Australia to spread 
their protest” against “the monopoly that everywhere enslaves labour and allows the 
non-producer to live on the wTealth ... produced by the struggling thousands who have 
been robbed of their birthright”. To prolonged applause, another single taxer, Lewis 
Berens, then declared: “the abolition of monopoly — that was the labour question”.38
That Australian land radicalism placed an emphasis on economic factors in their 
explanations of social wrongs distinguishes them from the Chartists, at least as they 
appear in Stedman Jones’ essay. In spite of this, when I first came across ‘Rethinking 
Chartism’ I was fascinated by its implications for the late nineteenth-century land 
radicals. I had long struggled with class-based accounts of these people in Australia: 
Burgmann’s reference to single taxers as inadequate ‘from a working-class standpoint’, or 
Tyrrell’s description of their aspirations as ‘fundamentally middle class’. ‘Rethinking 
Chartism’ helped me to articulate why. Characterising land radical politics as ‘middle 
class’ is a misrepresentation of its character and aims. The land radicals wanted both to
34 Gilmore, cited in Jim Moss, Sound of Trumpets: History of the Labour Movement in South A ustralia, Wakefield 
Press, Netley: South Australia, 1985, 154—55; cf Bruce Scates, ‘Faddists and Extremists: Radicalism and the 
Labour Movement, South Eastern Australia, 1886—1898’, PhD Thesis, Monash University, 1987, 885-6.
35 The Pioneer, 23 July 1892, 160; 15 October 1892, 208; Voice, 3 March 1894, 5-6.
3<) Scates, ‘Faddists’, 862.
37 Anon., ‘Michael Flurscheim’s latest’, Australian Standard, 28 January 1890, 23; A  W Rayment, ‘The 
phenomenon o f interest’, Australian Standard, 15, 22 and 29 June 1889, 6.
38 Anon., ‘The dock labourers’, Australian Standard, 7 September 1889, 2.
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align themselves with the labour movement and bourgeois society, working to change 
the latter from within and also from without. They drew on narratives and vocabularies 
either alternative to those of class, or which failed to exhibit a coherent class-based 
perspective. When they spoke of labour’, they usually meant labourers with hand or 
brain’ rather than the manual labourers specifically identified with the working class. 
“There should only be one class”, as Lewis Berens put it: “viz. —Workers; all should 
have to work according to ability in their different vocations with either hand or brain”.39
One of the assumptions often accompanying descriptions of single taxers as ‘middle 
class reformers’ is that they were committed to liberalism. This first assumption is 
predicated upon a second: that as liberals the single taxers w’ere committed to 
maintaining the status quo. Traditionally, labour historians in Australia have indeed 
divided nineteenth-century social activists into those who were ‘fundamentally’ opposed 
to capitalism and those who ‘fundamentally’ supported it, often informed by whether 
they were ‘bourgeois’ or ‘worker’, ‘liberal’ or ‘socialist’. Allied to these dichotomies is the 
distinction between ‘reformists’ and ‘revolutionaries’ appearing in works as diverse as Ian 
Turner’s Industrial Labour and Politics (1965) and Humphrey McQueen’s A. New Britannia 
(1970). In these respective histories of the Old and New Left, participants in nineteenth- 
century labour politics are divided into those seeking moderate improvements in 
employees’ conditions (the liberal reformists) and those seeking to transform the 
employer-employee relationship in its entirety (the socialist revolutionaries).40
There has long been a great range of positions, of course, between militant support for 
and whole-hearted opposition to capitalism. The idea that anyone who was not against 
capitalism was necessarily fo r  it has thankfully come in for serious criticism in recent 
years. The notion that one is either “radically class-conscious” or “politically moderate”, 
with no room for manoeuvre has similarly been criticised.41 Certainly the land radicals
39 Lewis Henry’ Berens, ‘The coming revolution’, Our Commonwealth, 31 July 1886, 83.
40 See Turner’s definitions o f ‘reformists’ and ‘revolutionaries’ at the beginning o f his Industrial Labour and 
Politics: The Dynamics of the Labour Movement in Eastern Australia, 1900—1921, Hale & Iremonger, Sydney, 
1965, xv. See also McQueen’s claim that nineteenth century Australian labourers formed a petit- 
bourgeoisie led by middle-class ‘reformists’, not a ‘revolutionary’ working class. This argument is made 
throughout A  New Britannia—  but see especially 93, 158, 165.
41 Markey argues that the New South Wales labour movement began as a form o f political mobilisation by 
“radically class-conscious elements o f the working-class” in the late 1880s, but was taken over by “a 
moderate, parliamentary-oriented leadership” as the 1890s progressed. Irving has criticised this approach. 
It was not the case that ‘labourists’ working within the parliamentary system were necess^/ily “pro­
capitalist”, he says. Nor was the workers’ mobilisation o f the late 1880s necessarily “anti-capitalist”. 
Instead, a range o f ‘integrative’ and ‘dis-integrative’ possibilities were available to all involved in labour
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varied greatly amongst themselves as to how suddenly the changes they advocated 
should be implemented, and whether or not compensation should be given to those who 
would be deprived of legal rights and financial privileges as a result of their reforms. 
They also varied in their views towards ‘socialism’ (construed itself, of course, in various 
ways), from professed hostility to enthusiastic support. Amongst the latter were a small 
number of land radicals who advocated the nationalisation of industry as well as of land, 
using ‘revolutionary’ language as Ian Turner might well have perceived it. As to the rest, 
it is vital to remember that there have always been those who are dedicated to “working 
within the terms of existing institutions and values”, but who at the same time maintain 
“profound aspirations to change”.42 Not only that: as a result of work by Patrick Joyce 
and others, the stark distinctions between political categories such as ‘liberal’, ‘labourist’, 
‘socialist’ or ‘radical’ have been significantly diminished, with far more of a realisation 
that these traditions overlapped and interacted with each other.
The fact that land radical rhetoric was such a melange of political vocabularies makes any 
attempt to interpret their politics an exasperating experience at times. Hugh Gilmore’s 
easy transition between appeals to ‘the people’ against the landowners, and to labour 
against capital, is an example of these interpretive difficulties. To make it worse, 
throughout their brief efflorescence between the mid—1880s and 1890s, the land radicals 
made alliances with starkly different political groups, from the staunchly protectionist 
labour movement in New South Wales, for instance, to the laisse^Jaire lobby groups of 
Sir Henry Parkes and his cronies. Each of these various alliances was fragile and short­
lived, as if the land radicals themselves were never quite sure of their position in the 
vanguard of progressive politics. As a result, it is vital that we look beyond the singular 
vocabulary of class in order to make sense of land radicals’ various aspirations, attending 
instead to the nuances and contradictions in what they said about themselves.
A visionary enterprise
What is most apparent from both the single taxers’ rhetoric and the wider means 
through which they imparted their message is their plangent religiosity. This was 
certainly more the case for single taxers of the 1890s than the land radicals that preceded
politics, whether working outside parliamentary channels or within them. Ray Markey, The Making of the 
Tabor Party in New South Wales, 1880-1900, New South Wales University Press, Kensington, 1988, 7; Terry 
Irving, ‘Labourism: A political genealogy’, Labour Histoiy, 66, May 1994, 6.
42 Joyce, Visions, 76.
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them. In the 1880s, land radicals like Ignatius Singer or the single-taxer-cum-anarchist 
Chummy Fleming were both anti-religious in bent.43 A few years later, an opposition to 
Christianity had effectively vanished from the movement. Indeed, by that time, the single 
tax and progressive Methodism were all but inseparable. A highly religious character is 
apparent in most single taxers’ enthusiasm for the cause during the 1890s. This religiosity 
is apparent in the tone of their speeches and writings as well as its literal vocabulary, in 
descriptions of the impassioned timbre of their orators’ voices and their emphatic 
gestures on the platform, in the similarities between their meetings and church services. 
It is also apparent in their close links with other movements infused with the spirit of 
Protestant Christianity: with temperance and moral reform groups, study-groups in 
Christian sociology, the Australian and Labour Churches in Melbourne, and with the 
women’s suffrage movement.44
Observations of this kind may of course be made of many reformers of this period. 
Stephen Yeo has talked of the religiosity of British socialists in the 1880—90s, whose 
meetings were often conducted like revivalist gatherings, complete with ‘secular hymns’ 
and rousing oratory.43 Some labour activists in Australia have also produced memoirs 
which speak wistfully of their involvement in the movements of the 1890s, as a lapsed 
believer might of an evangelic youth. In a retrospective of his involvement in the South 
Australian labour movement of the 1890s, Frederick Coneybeer spoke of “the spirit of 
the early days of the great movement” which often revisited him in older age.4il
The intensity of the single taxers’ religiosity, however, struck even contemporary 
observers active in socialist or trade union agitations. After hearing one of George’s 
speeches in London, George Bernard Shaw was intrigued by how different it was from 
those he usually encountered in his Fabian socialist circles. George was very “deliberately 
and intentionally oratorical”, he said. He had an impassioned Yankee way of emphasising
43 See the hostility directed at Reverend Archibald Turnbull by Singer’s land nationalisation paper, Our 
Commonwealth. “The clergy”, the paper said, “is always on the side o f the money”. Our Commonwealth, 10 
July 1886, 59. Whilst still in England, Chummy Fleming attended the free thought lectures o f rabid atheists 
such as Charles Bradlaugh, and was later involved in the Australasian Secular Association. See Bob James, 
Chummy Fleming. A  Brief Biography, (1863—1950), Libertarian Resources/Monty Miller Press, 1986, 3.
44 Scates, A  New Australia, 29, 47, 101, 106, 30; cf Scates, ‘“Millennium or Pandemonium?”: Radicalism in 
the labour movement, Sydney, 1889—1899’, Labour History, 50, May 1986, 74; F Picard, ‘Henry George and 
the labour split o f 1891’, Historical Studies, 6:21, 1953, 48, 63.
45 Stephen Yeo, ‘A new life: The religion o f socialism in Britain, 1883—1896’, Histoiy Workshop Journal, 4, 
1977, especially 6.
46 Frederick Coneybeer, ‘The speaker looks back’, Coneybeer Papers, Mortlock Librar)-, PRG 22/12; cf W  
M Hughes, Crusts and Crusades: Tales of Bygone Days, Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1947, v.
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the third syllable in ‘necess-tfr-ily’, a word he used often, and he spoke without any self- 
consciousness “of Liberty, Jusdce, Truth, Natural Law, and other strange eighteenth 
century superstitions”. Even more remarkable was the fact that he “explained with great 
simplicity and sincerity the views of The Creator, who had gone completely out of 
fashion in London in the previous decade and had not been heard of there since”.4 The 
bulletin was similarly amused by George’s evangelical style during his 1890 tour of 
Australasia, describing him in phrenological terms as “the man with the brainspan 
resembling in altitude and capacity the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral”.48
In Australia, the association between the single tax and the ‘feminine’ visionary register 
was singled out for particular attention. In Melbourne, one detractor spoke of the single 
taxers’ language as “rhapsodic trash”, condemning them as one might a sentimental 
romance or other ‘feminine’ writing. The conservative Register sneered at land radicals at 
a conference in Adelaide in similar terms. Many of the speakers at the conference, it said, 
were “ministers of religion” little distinguished by their experience of practical affairs. To 
the “toil worn producer[s]” in their audience, their speeches must have appeared like 
“discourses upon the nursing of children by old maids who had no personal 
acquaintance with the troubles of rearing a family”. The fact that many women were 
attracted to the single tax was also observed by detractors at the time. The lay preacher, 
utopian novelist and democratic reformer Catherine Helen Spence was a Georgist, along 
with her bevy of church-going women’s suffragist colleagues in Adelaide.
47 George Bernard Shaw, cited in Aaron, Men o f Good Hope, 78.
48 Bulletin, cited in McQueen, A New Britannia, 170. Henry Hyndham also spoke of the “bump of 
reverence” o f “cathedral proportions” on George’s head, recollecting their acquaintance in his 1911 
autobiography. H M Hyndham, cited in Thomas, Alternative America, 181.
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T he altitude of St Paul’s Cathedral“As he grows older” , wrote Max H irsch  in the Beacon, George is growing stronger ... his diction, always beautiful and dignified, rises towards the M iltonian standard” .49 Here, a cartoon in the B ulletin  depicts a towering George in similarly heroic guise. (The ‘Granny’ in the picture is the conservative Sydney M orning  H erald, known for its dim  view of the single tax). B ulletin , 29 M arch 1884.
49 Beacon, 1 June 1893, 28.
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As a colony marked from its beginning by “evangelical piety and religious dissent”, 
South Australia was remarkable for its Nonconformist religiosity in the late 1800s.3" This 
is perhaps one of the reasons why religious modes of organisation and expression were 
especially prominent amongst South Australia’s single taxers. During their public 
holidays in 1891, Harry Taylor and his colleagues from Adelaide’s Single Tax Leagues 
held Primitive Methodist-style camp meetings in the countryside outside Adelaide. Fired 
by “holy zeal”, they set up tents and stayed in the fields overnight, giving lectures during 
the day to local audiences on George’s ideas.51 Taylor was deeply enamoured of the 
beliefs and “rugged eloquence” of Reverend Hugh Gilmore, a Primitive Methodist 
preacher, then President of the Single Tax Society in Adelaide. Watching Gilmore speak 
was almost as compelling as listening to him: his frame shook, his clenched fist was 
upraised, his long beard no doubt quivering, reminiscent of Moses; the apotheosis of the 
‘holy zeal’ Taylor himself sought to personify. Away from the pulpit Gilmore continued 
to project this charismatic persona, becoming renowned for his “hearty hand-clasp” and 
energetic frankness of manner.32
There were other single taxers who favoured Gilmore’s brand of heated oratory in 
Adelaide. Some of the speakers at the South Australian ‘Reform Conference’ of 
September 1893 were described by the mainstream press as ‘full of steam’ — “plenty of 
steam in fact — but a good deal of it is of the explosive character rather than the quietly 
working and practical order”. The “most violent” of these speakers were those who 
denounced the existing system of land tenure, calling land monopolists the “robbers” of 
“the people”, after which their audiences erupted into loud cheers. Similarly, at a “mass 
meeting of men” arranged by young Adelaide Methodists, an address given by the single 
taxer, Reverend G E Rowe, “elicited terrific applause by declaring the land question to 
be at the bottom of all our social unrest”.33
50 Douglas Pike, Paradise of Dissent: South Australia, 1829—1857, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 
1967, 249; cf Scates, A  New A ustralia, 100.
51 Harry Taylor, cited in Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, 156; Pioneer, 13 June 1891, 29—30.
52 Qui^j 30 October 1891, 8; cf another tribute to Gilmore in the Qui% in which it was said that he had “the 
energy o f a giant”: Anon., ‘Letters to public men: The Rev. Hugh Gilmore, Primitive Methodist minister’, 
Qui^j 29 August 1890, 6; Pioneer, 2 November 1891, 3—8.
53 Anon., ‘A  Reform Conference’, Observer, 16 September 1894, 24; Pioneer, 19 March 1892, 89. On Rowe, 
cf Anon., ‘The new social era’, Weekly Herald, 8 March 1895.
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The number of clergymen amongst South Australia’s single taxers has been remarked 
upon elsewhere.34 Worrall claims that theirs was the most numerically significant 
occupation amongst the colony’s single taxers between 1889 and 1895, amounting to 
“seventeen per cent of known membership”. (Between 1887—89, however, there were 
insignificant numbers of clergymen amongst the Land Nationalization Society’s 
members, with skilled tradesmen forming the most substantial occupational group).53 
Amongst the clergy who became well-known advocates of the single tax in the 1890s 
were the Reverends W T Carter and Charles Bright, the “excitable pastor” J Day 
Thompson and fellow Primitive Methodist W Cory Butler, and the flamboyant J Reed 
Glasson.36 Reverend Charles Marson, a Christian Socialist from Britain who spent two 
years in Adelaide, was responsible for founding the Fabian Society of South Australia 
and was known for his commitment to Georgism. As a Cambridge scholar and Anglo- 
Catholic, Marson was of a decidedly different temperament to the Methodist Rowes and 
Glassons of the South Australian single tax scene. Like the former, however, he was 
commended outside the Church for his magnetism as a speaker (apparently he had a 
“rich, husky yet musical voice”), his lack of interest in social status, the frankness with 
which he denounced perceived injustices, and his desire to articulate a socially-oriented 
Christianity.3'
In addition to these clergymen, there were many non-clerical members of the South 
Australian movement who were either lay Methodist preachers and/or who modelled 
their land radical propaganda on ecclesiastical forms. In the mid—1880s, the Land 
Nationalization Society published a pamphlet by Adelaide journalist William Webster, 
entitled ‘A Lay Sermon on the Land’. “I frankly confess that but little progress has been 
made since the execution of Jesus towards the establishment on earth of anything
54 Scates, A  New Australia, 17.
55 Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, 115; Appendix III, 11.
56 On Carter, see ibid., 160; on single tax lectures by Chas Bright and J Day Thompson, see Anon., ‘Land 
reform campaign’, \roice, 1 June 1894, 2; c f clipping on single tax sermon by Bright in Gavin Souter, 
‘Papers relating to the New Australia and Cosme Colonies, socialist colonies founded in Paraguay in 1893 
and 1894 by William Lane and others’, 1893—1968 (hereafter ‘Gavin Souter Papers’), Rare Books Library, 
University o f Sydney, Folder 11; cf Kevin Secombe, 'The Excitable Uttle Pastor’: The Ministry of Reverend J  Day 
in the North Adelaide Primitive Methodist Church 1882—1898, Uniting Church o f South Australia Historical 
Society, Malvern: South Australia, 2003; on W  Cory Butler, see Anon., ‘The churches and the social 
question’, Voice, 29 September 1893, 6; on J Reed Glasson, see Pioneer, 2 April 1892, 95.
57 Mathews, Australia’s First Fabians, 41; Anon., ‘Letters to public men. The Reverend Charles Marson, 
Curate of the Church of England’, Qui~ and the Lantern (hereafter Quip), 24 October 1890, 3; Maurice B 
Reckitt, Maurice to Temple: A  Century of the Social Movement in the Chutxh of England, Faber & Faber, London, 
1946, 138-48, 188; Gilbert Clive Binyon, The Christian Socialist Movement in England: An Introduction to the 
Study of its History, Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, London, 1931, 171—72.
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approximating to His Kingdom of Heaven”, wrote Webster, who was said to be a close 
friend of Henry George. “Nevertheless, I shall continue to cherish the aspiration, and to 
seek after and work for its practical realisation”. In the early 1890s, Harr}7 Taylor was a 
lay Congregational preacher; similarly, his fellow Georgist, John Napier Birks, gave lay 
sermons for the Primitive Methodists on such topics as ‘Rent as a Divine Institution’ and 
‘The Millennium’ during regular visits to the countryside. George Napier Birks, John’s 
elder brother, wrote earnest letters to local ministers urging their interest in the ‘Land 
Question’, claiming that appealed to both himself and the rest of his family “on religious 
grounds rather than political”.3ii
In New South Wales, where the Single Tax League executives were top-heavy with 
journalists, a ‘blokey’, satirical, Bulletin-style promotion of the single tax was more 
discernible than in South Australia. Farrell and the Gulson brothers were hardly 
teetotallers like John Napier Birks or Hugh Gilmore: they were brewers, after all, and 
spent many an evening discussing George’s theories over copious bottles of home-made 
beer. “High falutin rhetoric in the discussion of political, economic and social questions 
was his special aversion, and his constant plea was for calm judgement”, remembered 
one of Farrell’s single tax friends. Another colleague wrote to Farrell as editor of the 
Australian Land Nationalise^ urging him to “sternly oppose concessions to parties”, and to 
approach his single tax advocacy in a spirit both “grave and philosophical”.5J In the 
prospectus for the Australian Land Nationaliser itself, Farrell claimed that the George’s 
doctrine was “not visionary”, but rather “demonstrably true, [and] perfectly practicable/’" 
This appeal to the stern rigours of reason and practicality was made also by some South 
Australian single taxers, but was more apparent in New South Wales and the other 
eastern colonies.
The differences between South Australian single taxers and those of other colonies can, 
of course, be overemphasised. South Australia’s land radicals were hardly all rhapsodic 
Rechabites. Charles Marson was reported to have shocked his fellow travellers by playing
58 William Webster, A Lay Sermon on the Land, South Australian Land Nationalization Society, (Pamphlet 
No. 4), Adelaide, 1884, 10; Voice, 30 June 1893 and 20 July 1894, 2; Saunders, ‘Harry Taylor’, 180; George 
Napier Birks to Reverend W  Wilson, 26 September 1889, Birks Family Papers, Mitchell Library, ML MSS 
2732, 2.
59 John Longmuir, ‘John Farrell’, 'Newsletter, 16 January 1904, excerpted in John Farrell Papers, ML MSS 
1522/2 and T J Hebblewhite to John Farrell, 24 March 1888, Farrell Papers, ML MSS 1522/1 Item 1.
60 ‘Prospectus o f the Australian Land Nationaliser and Lithgow Enterprise Newspaper Co. (Limited)’, in 
Our Commonwealth, March 1888, 455.
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cards en route from London to Australia.61 (The former incident was perhaps drawn upon 
by Carey in Oscar and Lucinda, when Reverend Oscar Hopkins is discovered playing cards 
with Lucinda on their boat voyage to Australia.) Conversely, by the 1890s New South 
Wales single tax movement included a small number of vocal clergymen, lay preachers, 
or at least stridendy religious advocates. There was the Reverend Philip Moses, for 
instance, who made public statements as to the need both to ‘nationalise’ land values and 
adopt the principles of the Australian Socialist League.62 There was also the circle of 
Georgists surrounding the devout Hutchinson family, who were to continue their 
advocacy of the single tax well into the mid-twentieth century. (“Some Georgeist [sic] 
friends have told me that they were led to a new faith in God when they saw the beauty 
of the natural law in Henry George's writings”, wrote Mary Hutchinson, who was born 
in the early 1900s. “I can see the force of this, but with me it was the reverse. I had first 
to find a satisfactory religious basis of life, then I sawr the relevance of George's ideas for 
society”.) One of New South Wales’ most energetic single taxers, Frank Cotton, was also 
a Methodist lay preacher. In the Australian Standard, he commended the “irreverent style” 
of single taxer, ‘boy orator’ and Australian Socialist League member, Joe Lesina. Lesina 
would do well nonetheless, he added, “to cultivate his missing bump of veneration in 
future to some slight extent at any rate”.63
Cotton’s own ‘bump of reverence’ was highly pronounced. In all of his speeches and 
writings he exhibited the ‘high falutin’ prolixity characteristic of Taylor and other South 
Australian single taxers. Making the following declaration at a speech for the Land 
Nationalization Society in Forbes, Cotton must have had difficulty finding a place to 
draw breath:
With want destroyed, with greed and avarice changed to noble passions,
with the clamour and din of class and creed hushed by the full acceptance
01 Maurice B Reckitt, ‘Charles Marson, 1859—1914, and the real disorders of the Church’, in Maurice B 
Reckitt, ed, For Christ and the People: Studies of Four Socialist Priests and Prophets of the Church of England Between 
1870 and 1930, Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, London, 1968, 104.
62 On Moses, see Burgmann, In Our Time, 73; cf Moses’ support for socialism and “irrigation farms” on 
public land: Worker (Sydney), 20 October 1894; Anon., ‘The unemployed question’, Worker, 2 March 
1893. The Reverend W Hessel Hall also ran for an Albury seat as a single taxer: Single Tax (Sydney), 20 July 
1894; Standard, 15 August 1939, 30.
63 Mary Hutchinson, ‘On earth as it is in heaven’ (originally published in Land <& Libeity), Document 
reproduced by the School o f Cooperative Individualism, New Jersey, 
<http://www.cooperativeindividualism.org/georgists hutchinson mary.html>. viewed 1 June 2005; 
Editorial commentary, Australian Standard, 28 January 1890, 15.
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and acknowledgment of our common birthright as the children of the All 
Father, and therefore brethren; ... we might sweep onward and upward to 
reach at last the Kingdom of God upon earth, which the greatest of all 
democrats, the purest of all socialists, Jesus of Nazareth, taught/’4
Whilst Bulletin poets like Farrell prided themselves on being pracdcal men-of-the-world, 
they also prided themselves on their function as bards-of-the-people, with all the 
romanticism that this implied. Calling Farrell a man averse to ‘high falutin’ language and 
‘emotional’ judgement was a strange claim to make of a man whose poetry often soared 
to the heights of sentimentality, aided in its ascent by predictions of a utopian single-tax 
age. In a series of sonnets dedicated to George, for example, Farrell hailed him as “seer 
of the great new dawn!”. “Speak [George]!”, he continued, “and let light as from an 
angel’s wings / Flood this dark world”. Farrell’s editorials for the Australian Standard 
made frequent references to the advance of Christian civilisation; he also penned florid 
odes to Australia, most notably a ‘Hymn to the Commonwealth’, to be sung upon 
Federation/”
Poetry with religious intonations held an allure for many single taxers beyond the 
Bulletins readership. Poems or lyrics with a stridently Biblical cadence, such as Sidney 
Jephcott’s ‘How Beautiful Upon the Mountains’ and the Labour Church Hymn Book’s 
‘There Must Be Something Wrong’, appeared in the pages of all single tax papers. Images 
of golden corn, oil, fruit, and dawns are as rife in these works as in the wood-cuts of May 
Morris and Walter Crane, missing only the figure of the beautiful maiden with a garland 
of flowers. When Henry Taylor lectured the South Australian Land Nationalization 
Society in December 1886, he broke into poetry to describe the landscape to be forged 
through his proposed reforms: “A land of corn, and wine, and oil/ Favoured with 
Heaven’s peculiar smile / In every blessing blest”.66 Our Commonwealth similarly turned to 
poetry in order to sing the praises of the early nineteenth-century British agrarian radical, 
Thomas Spence:
Thus with somewhat of the seer
64 Cotton, ‘The Prophet o f San Francisco’, 28. See a ver)' similar exhortation in Harr)' Taylor, Tucker Prige 
Essay on the Single Tax, Adelaide, 1892, 37.
65 John Farrell, cited in Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, 140; John Farrell, ‘Hymn o f the Commonwealth’, in 
A G Stephens, ‘Clippings on John Farrell’, A G Stephens Papers, 1859—1933, Mitchell Library, ML MSS 
4937 17(30).
66 Our Commonwealth, 4 December 1886.
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Must the moral pioneer 
From the future borrow;
Clothe the waste with dreams o f grain,
And on the midnight’s sky o f rain 
Paint the golden morrow!6'
The sin g le  tax, the m illennium , and  the (brotherhood o f m an ’
As Cotton’s speech for the Land Nationalization League illustrates, it was not simply a 
poetic, but a prophetic register that characterised the land radicals’ rhetoric. According to 
one o f their Australian detractors, single taxers talked “rhapsodic trash”.68 In addition to 
their hope-and-glory poems, their newspapers included tales o f imaginary voyages, 
visionary dialogues between angels and men, snippets o f dreams, utopian fiction, 
revamped versions o f Aesop’s fables, and other figurative tales.69 More significantly, a 
millennial narrative was apparent throughout much o f their rhetoric. The notion that 
single taxers were part o f a wider movement through which the Kingdom o f God was 
being established on earth ran throughout the campaign, from letters written by Harry 
Taylor to William Webster’s ‘A  Lay Sermon on the Land’, to countless speeches by 
single tax lay preachers and clergymen. " This belief was in fact based on what religious 
historians w'ould call /»oj'/millennialism: a belief that the end o f history would take place 
after the millennium, and which was thus far less concerned than /vimillennialists with 
lurid details o f an imminent apocalypse. 1
67 Our Commonwealth, 5 June 1886. See also Scates’ comments on the importance of romantic poets and 
writers to Australian radical culture in that period. Scates, A New Australia, 63. Charles Strong and 
Australian Church member William Gay made frequent references to Emerson and Whitman throughout 
the Australian Herald: Joseph Jones, Radical Cousins: Nineteenth Century American and Australian Writers, 
University of Queensland Press, St Lucia, 1976, 74.
68 E G FitzGibbon, Essence o f "Progress and Poverty' / Extracted From the American o f  Henry George and Done Into 
and Dealt With in Plain English, George Robertson, Melbourne, 1890, 18.
69 Sidney Jephcott, ‘How beautiful upon the mountains’, Beacon, 1 January 1894, 156; ‘There must be 
something wrong’, reprinted from the Beacon in Progress (Sydney), May—June 1998; cf ‘Austin South’, In 
Those Days —  Life in the Twentieth Century, discussed in Bill Metcalf and Daryll Bellingham, ‘Henry George’s 
utopia’, in Raymond Evans and Carole Ferrier, eds, Radical Brisbane: An Unruly History, Vulgar Press, 
Carlton North, 2004, 78—82; Anon., ‘A single taxer’s dream’, Beacon, 1 October 1893, 92; Anon., ‘Aesop’s 
fables revisited. The bees and the gilded fly’, Our Commonwealth, 5 June 1886, 20; and an imaginative 
dialogue between God and a deputation of the unemployed in one of the Darlington Single Tax League’s 
pamphlets: Pamphlet No. 3 (H H Hardinge, ‘Deputation of unemployed to Almighty God. God’s reply’) 
in Darlington Single Tax League (Papers, Pamphlet and Documents, 1898—1908), Mitchell Librar)'.
70 Webster, A Lay Sermon on the Land, 10; Voice, 20 July 1894, 2; cf the South Australian single taxer 
Reverend W Cory Butler’s references to the establishment of the Kingdom of God on earth: Anon., ‘The 
churches and the social question’, Voice, 29 September 1893, 6.
71 There was a curious exception to this rule amongst South Australia’s single taxers. In a work entitled 
God’s Plan fo r  the Millennium, the one-time farmer Theophilus Gum announced that an ‘industrial
124
The vast majority of land radicals did not believe that the Kingdom of God would be 
created on earth according to a series of preordained events divinely imposed from on 
high. With their interest in ‘advanced ideas’, including Darwin’s theory of natural 
selection, they also infused their postmillennial beliefs with a distinctly evolutionary 
flavour. (Alfred Russel Wallace, after all, developed a theory of natural selection at the 
same time as Darwin). As James Moorhouse says of Social Gospellers in America during 
the same period, Australia’s land radicals saw the Kingdom of God “as a present ethical 
reality growing to fulfilment in every facet of this world”.72 Building the Kingdom of God 
was a work in situ: a process performed without end by men and women in their daily 
lives. God’s reign in the world was to be created through secular and religious means; 
through social and individual transformation. For land radicals, the primary way in which 
this would occur was through the adoption of the single tax.
The concept of a ‘brotherhood of man’, or of humanity as ‘a common family’, was 
intertwined with the land radicals’ desire to establish the Kingdom of God on earth. As 
Cotton’s speech in Forbes suggests, the recognition that all people were ‘children of the 
All Father, and therefore brethren’ was essential to the process through which society 
might ‘sweep onward and upward to reach at last the Kingdom of God upon earth’. 
Cotton spoke often of the “sacred name of brotherhood” which “touches a chord in a 
human heart” during his advocacy of the single tax. ’ So did Hugh Gilmore. As he 
remarked to his Primitive Methodist congregation one Sunday: “A brother not present 
this morning said to me that he never heard me preach a sermon that I did not mention 
something about the brotherhood of man”. What this meant, as Gilmore saw it, was that 
his predominantly well-heeled congregation did not have the right to feel socially or 
morally superior over anyone else. To recognise the brotherhood of man was also to 
take on the responsibility of working to abolish the social inequalities that divided class 
and class. It was imperative that those present jettisoned any talk of “the lazy class, the 
degraded,... the vagabond, the worthless class”, Gilmore said. This person of whom you
revolution’ was soon to take place which would abolish poverty' around the world. George’s teachings 
would play a prominent role in this revolution, as would Adelaide. A  single tax Adelaide would form “the 
capital o f the Millennial Kingdom”, he argued. Gum himself would be installed as its prophetic leader, 
instructed by God through “the power of mental telepathy”. Theophilus Gum, God’s Plan of the Millennium, 
Specialty Press, Melbourne, n.d. 12, 39; John Andrew, Brief Sketch of the Life of Theophilus Gum. The Pivphet, 
Author and Teacher of the New Dispensation, Office of the Ravenna Times, 1901, 6. For a brief overview o f pre- 
and postmillennialism, see James H Moorhead, World Without End: Mainstream American P/vtestant Visions of 
the Last Things, Indiana University Press, Bloomington, 1999, xviii—xiv.
72 Moorhead, World Without End, xv.
73 Frank Cotton, ‘The gospel o f to-morrow’, Australian Standard, 28 January 1890, 9.
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speak, he said to his parishioners, “is your brother — bone of your bone and flesh of 
your flesh... Don’t gather up your skirts and say ‘I am holier than thou’”. Rather, “go 
and be identified with him — not in a pitying, patronising spirit, but in the spirit of 
brotherly love”.74
In April 1890, Gilmore travelled to New South Wales. On his tour he visited the mining 
town of Newcastle, where he gave lectures on Christian socialism and land radicalism to 
Primitive Methodist congregations. Gilmore had most likely been invited to Newcastle 
by Reverend james Blanksby, another Primitive Methodist who shared his concern for a 
Christianity based on the brotherhood of man. In the early 1890s, Blanksby was to 
lecture for the Labour Electoral and Australian Socialist Leagues, and was active in the 
campaign to create a Labor Party in Newcasde. As he saw it, “anything like class 
distinction, anything that lay between man was contrary to the will and purpose of God”. 
God’s purpose was rather to extinguish class, “uplifting] mankind into one grand united 
family”.73
A belief in bonds of brotherhood connecting all members of civilised society was a 
significant departure from atomistic liberal understandings of the social polity. There is 
an interesting parallel here between the land radicals’ vision of the social order and those 
of English socialists in the same period. Kier Hardie and other Independent Labour 
Party, Joyce tells us, were highly enamoured of the ideals of self-help and independence. 
Their understanding of these ideals, however, “differed in their collectivist nature from 
the marked individualism of superficially similar notions present among the middle 
classes”. 6 NXTiilst a close proximity thus existed between the values of the Independent 
Labour Party and bourgeois liberals, it is not possible to speak of the two as if they were 
the same thing. Likewise, many of the land radicals’ values bore a close relationship to 
those of middle-class liberalism without being identical to them. To use a term favoured 
by Kathleen Canning, land radicalism reinscribed key liberal notions (self-help, landed 
independence, a rejection of socially divisive class languages), allowing them to take on a
74 Hugh Gilmore, Sermons by the Late Hugh Gilmore, 1889—1891, Adelaide, 1892, 86. See the Q ui^s salute to 
Gilmore for his work towards “the emancipation o f our fellow beings”, based on a notion o f “the 
universal brotherhood of man”. Anon., ‘Letters to public men: The Rev. Hugh Gilmore, Primitive 
Methodist minister’, Ouig  ^ 29 August 1890, 6; cf Arnold D Hunt, A  T all Cedar in Our Lebanon: Hugh Gilmore 
and Primitive Methodism, Uniting Church o f South Australia Historical Society, Salisbury East: South 
Australia, 1977.
75 James Blanksby, cited in Tony Laffan, ‘Christian socialism in Newcastle, 1890 to 1916’, Hummer 
(Sydney), 3:6, Winter 2001, 17.
76 Joyce, Visions, 79.
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character all their own. The ‘brotherhood of man’ was not a liberal fantasy about the 
individual equality that might be achieved through laisse^faire economics. Indeed, as 
unorthodox land radicals such as Gilmore saw it, fraternity was soon to replace liberty as 
the defining value in English-speaking western society. “The Anglo-Saxon race had gone 
on from the recognition of authority, and from authority to liberty”, Gilmore said, “and 
he believed the next stage was the recognition of fraternity”.77
For land radicals, the first step in the process of worldly transcendence, a process which 
would eventually bring about the Kingdom of God on earth, was a recognition of the 
fraternal connections existing between all humanity. Along the way, it was imperative 
that they overlooked doctrinal disagreements within their ranks and also formed alliances 
with other political groups. The theological views of most land radicals reinforced this 
view. In their theology, these people were constantly arguing against the strictures of 
religious creeds and doctrine. The constant refrain of radical Nonconformists such as 
Reverend Charles Strong and Reverend ) Reed Glasson was that it was a waste of time to 
argue about religious dogma. “Give your attention to practical religion”, they argued. 
“Orthodoxy and heterodoxy, this view or that view, are of but little moment”. What 
mattered instead was practical action inspired by a belief in the brotherhood of man. 78 It 
was for this reason that Reed Glasson “claimed as brothers all men wTio were striving for 
a juster state”. “All men who were endeavouring to bring about a kingdom of 
righteousness and truth” were his fellow Christians, he declared, regardless of their point 
of view on matters of religious dogma. 9 With such a flexible notion of Christianity and 
brotherhood, it is easy to see how single taxers of this period could stand on such a 
variety of platforms: Australian Socialist League, Labour Electoral League, Free Trade 
and Liberal Political Association, Women’s Suffrage League and others, in each case 
claiming that an underlying unity existed between them.
W om en, ‘b ro therhood ’, an d  the s in g le  tax
Few quotes are as memorable from 1890s Australia as William Lane’s assertion that 
‘socialism is being mates’. Lane made this pronouncement on the eve of his departure
77 Hugh Gilmore, cited in Anon., ‘The coming conflict in Europe’, Observer, 26 October 1889, 7; R B 
Walker, ‘Hugh Gilmore (1842-1891)\ADB, vol 4, 252-3.
78 Hugh Gilmore, Sermons, 23; cf Gilmore’s speech, reported in Anon., Welcome to the Rev. Hugh 
Gilmore’, Observer, 22 June 1889, 33.
79 Voice, 9 December 1892.
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for New Australia in Paraguay, attempting to sum up the ethos of the New Australia 
movement.1" The idea of socialism as mateship caught the attention of feminist historian 
Marilyn Lake in the mid-1980s. In 1986, Lake published an excoriating piece on Lane’s 
‘masculine’ concept of socialism. As far as Lane was concerned, she said, capitalism’s key 
crime was not the economic exploitation of workers, but rather its destruction of their 
‘manliness’. For him, socialism was “a man’s movement, expressing male grievances, 
male protests”. In spite of the fact that he turned it “to subversive, socialist use”, Lake’s 
continues, William Lane’s concept of masculinity was drawn from a middle-class, liberal 
vision of men united through manliness, irrespective of the inequalities of class.81 It was 
for this reason that he emphasised duty, temperance, family, and cheerful industry as 
characteristics of the ‘real man’ — all qualities associated with bourgeois masculinity at 
the time.82
I mention this here because Lane’s idea of ‘socialism as being mates’ is highly redolent of 
the single tax concept of the ‘brotherhood of man’. Lane used the term ‘brotherhood’ 
interchangeably with ‘mateship’; so did the New Unionist (and some-time supporter of 
George), William Guthrie Spence.83 There were also close links between single tax 
radicalism and the New Australia movement. Several single taxers from Hugh Gilmore’s 
congregation joined Lane’s utopian socialist community, including Gilmore’s son Joe, 
Harry Taylor, Anne Sibbald and her husband, and various members of the extended 
Birks clan. Hugh Gilmore was arguably as much an influence on these people’s decision 
to go to New Australia as William Lane, and he certainly played a part in the decisions 
some of them made to remain there. After Lane left New Australia to establish the more 
purist cooperative colony of Cosme, for example, Anne Sibbald wrote a letter to a close 
female friend about her family’s decision not to go with him. She and the other “good
80 William Lane, ‘New Australia’, Hummer, 13 August 1892.
81 Marilyn Lake, ‘Socialism and manhood: the case o f William Lane’, Labour History, 50, May 1986, 56—57; 
Lake, cited in Bruce Scates, ‘Socialism, feminism and the case o f William Lane: A  reply to Marilyn Lake’, 
Labour History, 59, November 1990, 45.
82 Lake, ‘Socialism and manhood: The case o f William Lane’, 57; cf Lake’s reference to the emphasis on 
temperance and monogamy in Lane’s thought in Lake, ‘The politics of respectability: Identifying the 
masculinist context’, in Penny Russell and Richard White, eds, Pastiche I: Reflections on Nineteenth Century 
Australia, Allen & Unwin, St Leonards, 1994, 279.
83 Lane spoke of socialism as “the desire to be mates, the ideal o f living together in harmony and 
brotherhood and loving kindness”. (Lane, cited in Lake, ‘Socialism and manhood: The case o f Wdlliam 
Lane’, 61). On W  G Spence, see John Rickard’s description o f him as “an elder o f the Presbyterian Church 
and a temperance advocate, [who] could claim, in all seriousness, that the aim o f the ‘new unionism’ was 
‘to give practical effect to the teachings of the Founder o f Christianity’”. (Rickard, Class and Politics, 29). See 
also references to ‘loving one’s neighbour’ and fraternal cooperation in Spence’s columns for the Worker 
(Sydney), eg 17 February' 1894, 18 October 1894.
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socialists” around her would not leave New Australia for Cosme, Sibbald wrote. “I feel 
that if Hugh Gilmore was alive he would remain here”, she explained. “Jesus Christ 
would not pick out the strong and leave the weak to look after themselves”/4
It is evident from this letter that Anne Sibbald saw Gilmore’s ministry as an integral part 
of her own life; an example to herself and the other ‘good socialists’ around her. The 
same appears to have been the case for Elsie Gilmour (nee Birks) at the village 
setdement of Murtho. On Sundays, Elsie joined the other residents at Murtho in an 
informal church service at her aunt Jemima and uncle Walter Birks’ house. Most of the 
time, Jemima would play hymns on the piano, and Walter would follow by reading from 
a collection of Gilmore’s printed sermons. A photograph of Elsie’s house soon after she 
married Erkine Gilmour at Murtho reveals a framed picture of Hugh Gilmore, staring 
down like the community’s patron saint from the wall.81 Like Anne Sibbald, Elsie 
evidently believed that Gilmore’s message applied to herself, if not also other women 
like her. She believed this in spite of — indeed, because of — the emphasis he placed on 
the brotherhood of man.
An insight into how many land radical women viewed ‘brotherhood’ may be found in a 
utopian fiction by Catherine Helen Spence, entitled ‘A Week in the Future’. In this work, 
Spence’s narrator Emily Bethel is an inquisitive, slightly bumptious spinster, living in 
Adelaide and well advanced in years. Cherishing a passion for ‘advanced’ political causes, 
Bethel is evidently modelled closely on Spence herself. As the narrative begins, she finds 
out that she is suffering from an unspecified illness, and has only two years left to live. 
Not wanting to end up a terminally sick woman, she arranges with an occultic doctor to 
trade what time is left to her for a week in London a hundred years into the future. One 
of the main tilings Bethel wants to find out is how religion has fared in this future age. 
Her hope is that Christianity has become a religion of social justice, and in this she is not 
disappointed. Taken to a religious sendee held by a female minister, Bethel emerges with
84 On Joe Gilmore, see Kerwin Maegraith to Gavin Souter, 15 February 1966, in Souter Papers, Folder 11; 
on Harr}' Taylor at New Australia, see Don Gobbett and Malcolm Saunders, With Lane in Paraguay: Hany 
Taylor o/ The Murray Pioneer 1873—1932, Central Queensland University Press in association with The 
Murray Pioneer, Rockhampton, 1995, 2-4; on the Birks in Paraguay, see Helen Chartier Papers, Mortlock 
Library, PRG 263 1 and 2; Anne Sibbald to Helen Birks, 26 April 1894, Chartier Papers, PRG 263/2, 8.
85 Elsie Gilmour (nee Birks), ‘Life at Murtho Settlement, River Murray 1894—1897: The recollections and 
letters o f Mrs Elsie Gilmour’, South Australiana, 4:2, 1965, 59; Anon., ‘Dining room in a house at Murtho’, 
Photograph, State Library o f South Australia, B63018.
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a rapturous sense o f peace about what the future has to hold. This minister, Miss 
Summerville, explains that in the 1980s:
that millennial peace dreamed o f by pious souls in all ages has fallen upon 
the earth. Women... takes her equal place in all relations o f life. No child 
is crushed beneath the wheels o f the juggernaut car o f commercial 
prosperity... The distinctions o f caste are obliterated... the labourer eats in 
peace and serenity the fruits o f his toil.
The reason this has come about, says Miss Summerville, is that Christ has come to be 
“ regarded as the prophet and pioneer o f the social order” , leading “ every member o f the 
human family [to]... feel for every other member” . After a long struggle, “ the Fatherhood 
o f G od” has finally been “apprehended and understood through the brotherhood of 
man .
For Spence, women’s equality, children’s rights, and the position o f labour were each 
equated with the apprehension o f Christianity according to the brotherhood of man. 
Other female single taxers besides Spence held views very similar to this, adding an 
emphasis on temperance reform.8' In Adelaide, Hugh Gilmore was a foremost 
campaigner for first-wave feminism; most members o f the Women’s Suffrage League 
were members o f land radical bodies as well as the Women’s Christian Temperance 
Union. Single taxers in New South Wales similarly urged women’s suffrage on the basis 
that this would greatly increase the numbers voting for their reforms. In Melbourne, a 
group o f women formed a political body which combined both the single tax and 
women’s suffrage in its platform.88 All these considerations would obviously have 
coloured women’s interpretation o f Gilmoresque statements about fraternity and the 
single tax. A significant number o f female land radicals would indeed have believed that
86 Catherine Helen Spence, ‘A week in the future’, Centennial Magazine, Melbourne, January7—July 1889, 
907—8. C f the use o f an almost identical phrase in a letter by George Napier Birks to a socially 
progressive Adelaide miniser: “ I wish you every success in your effort to spread the truth o f the 
brotherhood o f Man and the Fatherhood of God” . George Napier Birks to Reverend G W Smailes, 26 
May 1893, Birks Family Papers, Mitchell Library7, 1.
87 Vida Goldstein, for example, was neither single taxer nor Chrisdan (she spent the early 1900s as an 
ardent Christian Scientist), but nonetheless spoke o f ‘brotherhood’ as the watch-word for her socialist 
beliefs. “ Some years ago I began studying the various schemes propounded for social and industrial 
betterment —  co-operation, land nationalisation, single tax, and Socialism” , she wrote in 1907. “ ... My 
conclusion was [that] Socialism... came nearest to my ideal o f human brotherhood” . Cited in Janette 
Bomford, That Dangerous and Persuasive Woman: Vida Goldstein, Melbourne University Press, Carlton, 
1993, 82.
88 Hunt, A  Tall Cedar; 31; Single Tax, 20 April 1894, 7.
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women were included in ‘the brotherhood of man’ — that women, to use Lane’s 
terminology, could also be mates.89 They believed that an embrace of this principle 
entailed a commitment to women’s formal equality with men.
The interrelationship of land radicalism and the suffrage movement meant that many 
Georgist men shared women reformers’ attack on the “masculinist values” of the 1890s.9" 
Men such as Gilmore, Harry Taylor, Frank Cotton, E J Hiscock, Cornelius Proud and 
Max Hirsch all pitted themselves against gambling and alcohol, melding their attacks on 
the moneyed classes with their support for an unorthodox version of evangelical 
Christianity. Even John Farrell, who was closely linked to Bohemian circles in Sydney, 
was described by one of his female friends as a “devoted husband and father”. 
“Although a born Bohemian”, wrote another friend, Thomas Courtenay, Farrell “was, 
however, an intensely domesticated man. His one idea of a day out was to take the 
children for a romp on the beach at Manly or Brighton-le-Sands”.91 Single tax men were 
thus people who valued fraternity and first-wave feminist values. They attacked the hard- 
drinking, card-playing misogyny apparent in Bohemian and labour circles at the same 
time that they spoke of socialism as a form of mateship. The feminist and the masculinist 
were mixed in single tax discourse, in much the same way as the ‘bourgeois’ and the 
‘working-class’ were intermingled within it.
It would be easy, of course, to overstate the inclusion of women within the land radical 
movement. Women were never the “equal participants” of land radical men, even 
though single taxers of both sexes saw themselves as making common cause.92 
Significantly, female single taxers were unable to participate in their male counterpart’s 
claims to transcend class. The geographical and occupational mobility upon which 
Farrell’s ‘trans-class’ identity was based was predicated on the fact that he had a wife 
who kept a stable home for his children. The ‘social unfixity’ so prized by other single
89 According to Lane, women were “not enemies but mates”. Lane, cited in Scates, ‘Socialism, feminism 
and the case o f William Lane’, 46..
90 See Lake’s characterisation o f the ‘politics of respectability’ propagated by late nineteenth century 
women reformers as an attack on masculinism: Lake, ‘The politics o f respectability’, 263—280.
91 ‘A  Personal Friend’ (Miss Hebblewhite), ‘John Farrell —  A  tribute to his memory'’, newspaper 
clipping in Bertram Stevens, ‘About John Farrell’; Thomas Courtney, ‘An appreciation’, newspaper 
clipping in John Farrell Papers, ML MSS 1522/2.
92 See the debate between Lake and Scates about whether or not women were “equal participants” in 
late nineteenth century socialism alongside William Lane and his male colleagues: Scates, ‘Socialism, 
feminism, and the case of William Lane’, 58; Marilyn Lake, ‘Socialism and manhood: A reply to Bruce 
Scates’, Labour History, 60, May 1991, 116; Scates, ‘Socialism and manhood: A rejoinder’, Labour History, 
60, May 1991, 123.
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tax men depended on their participation in income-earning labour, a sphere from which 
the great majority of single tax women were excluded. Further, as we now know all too 
well, a commitment to formal equality7 between the sexes is a very different matter from 
substantial equality. Like the socialist women discussed by Joy Damousi, most female 
Georgists spent their time baking cakes and playing the piano at social functions, 
arranging meetings ‘behind the scenes’. A woman such as Mrs Dobbie, who lectured on 
single tax platforms alongside the men, or like Mary Moore-Bentley, novelist and visible 
figure at public meetings in the Domain, were rare exceptions to this norm.91
Whilst acknowledging these limitations, the story of the land radical movement between 
1884 and 1900 is nonetheless one of increasing female engagement. Modest as women’s 
role remained, it is clear that the ascendancy of visionary rhetoric (the rhetoric of 
‘brotherhood’ and ‘humanity’) facilitated a growing female involvement in the campaign. 
When it began in the early to mid—1880s, the land nationalisation movement was an 
almost exclusively masculine affair. The Kapunda Land Nationalization Society formed 
out of a gambling circle, of all things, attended by the hotel boarder Patrick McMahon 
Glynn and his “dangerous” friend William Liston. Farrell was also a boarder at the time, 
nurturing his interest in George’s theories during drinking sessions at the Turks Head 
Flotel.94 It was not until the late 1880s, when land radicalism became more overtly 
religious in tone, that women began considering themselves members of the movement 
in their own right. Gilmore became head of the Single Tax League in Adelaide at the 
beginning of the 1890s; other clergymen such as G E Rowe, J Reed Glasson and Charles 
Strong became associated with Georgism at much the same time. These men had close 
links with women through their churches and connections to church-based social 
reform, and it is through these connections that women came into the land radical fold.
93 Joy Damousi, Women Come Rally: Socialism, Communism and Gender in Australia, 1890—1955, Oxford 
University Press, Melbourne, 1994, 35. On the domestic role played by women single taxers, see the 
“inviting parlour party” arranged by Anne Birks for the land radical cause, reported in Voice, 30 June 
1893, clipping in Gavin Souter Papers, Folder 11; Mrs Medway Day’s ‘at homes’, reported in Voice, 29 
December 1893, 2; the piano accompaniment provided by Rosetta Birks and Mary Lee at the South 
Australian Single Tax League’s Annual Meeting, reported in Pioneer, 10 December 1892, 238; and the 
‘Promenade Social’ arranged by the Ladies Committee o f the South Australian Single Tax League, 
reported in Voice, 1 June 1894, 2. On Mrs Dobbie, see Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, 118 and Standard, 15 
August 1939, 31. On Moore-Bentley, see ibid.
94 Gerard O’Collins, Patrick McMahon Glynn: A  Founder of Australian Federation, Melbourne University 
Press, Carlton, 1965, 51; Olivia Macinante, ‘Bulletin’s 70th anniversary’, handwritten notes, in Farrell 
Papers, ML MSS 1522/1 Item 2.
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From about 1891, the women’s suffrage societies in all three south-eastern colonies were 
providing their members with a forum to actively engage with George’s ideas. Meetings 
of the Adelaide Woman’s Suffrage League began to be devoted to discussion of the 
single tax. The Rylstone branch of the New South Wales Womanhood Suffrage League 
was similarly described as “Single Tax to the backbone”. By 1895, women in Victoria 
and South Australia had formed their own organisations specifically devoted to land 
radicalism: the Women’s Social and Political Crusade in Melbourne, and the Women’s 
Land Reform League in Adelaide. In the same year, about half the executive positions in 
the Adelaide Single Tax League were assumed by women.93
The fact that single taxers’ visionary register was often seen as feminine was a factor in 
the growing involvement of women within the movement. So too was the fact that the 
single taxers did not define their constituency in terms of class. Terms such as ‘the 
community’, ‘the people’, ‘humanity’ and even ‘brotherhood’ were less specifically 
grounded in concepts of masculinity than were ‘labour’ or ‘working-class’.99 This meant 
that women could use them in such a way as to extend to their own sex and its concerns. 
In 1895, for example, Emily Proud organised a meeting of the Women’s Land Reform 
League to celebrate Spence’s myriad “public sendees”. As far as she was concerned, 
Spence’s work as a democratic reformer and campaigner for women’s suffrage was 
directed at ‘the public’, a term which included, but was not confined to, women. In 
similar fashion, the trade unionist Augusta Zadow addressed a meeting of single taxers 
on the importance of land reform to downtrodden women workers in Adelaide. “People 
wanted justice”, she said, indicating that her female constituency was to be included 
within that term [my italics]. A couple of years later, the Victorian Christian socialist Ada 
Turnbull created a Women’s Political and Social Crusade to serve “the general political 
and social welfare of the community”. As she saw it, the ‘community’ included women 
and women’s concerns. A focus on class, with the emphasis it placed on the sphere of
95 See reports of suffragettes at Adelaide Single Tax League’s Annual Meeting, reported in Anon., ‘Single 
Tax League o f South Australia. Annual Meeting’, Pioneer, 10 December 1892, 238; Single Tax, 20 April 
1894, 7; Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, 117—18; Scates, A. New Australia, 107.
96 Barbara Taylor’s work on the feminist women involved in the Owenite movement has informed my 
thinking on this point. She argues that feminist issues o f the kind articulated by these women were 
effectively excluded from the organised labour movement in Britain once it began focusing on class. See 
Taylor, Eve and the New Jerusalem.
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paid employment — a sphere from which most of these women were excluded — 
would not have allowed them the same room for manoeuvred
‘P o p u lism ’ an d  the u to p ian  im a g in a ry
So far I have been deliberately loose in the associations I have drawn between the 
religious, poetic, millennial, and utopian registers apparent in the single taxers’ language. 
There are sometimes highly detailed debates about the distinctions between these 
tilings.98 My interest, however, is in the overarching sense of the insionary associated with 
the movement, and with the implications of visionary notions like ‘God’, ‘the Kingdom 
of God’, ‘the ideal society7’, and ‘the new age’, upon the way single taxers imagined the 
social and political order. As I’ve already indicated, some single taxers did argue their 
credentials on the basis of the logical force of their ideas, or the extent to which they had 
made a serious study of economic laws. At least from the 1890s, however, single taxers 
were more interested in imagining the utopian effects of their proposals than in the 
mechanics of how they were to be brought into being. As I said earlier, too, many of 
those who placed a premium on ‘scientific’ thought were simultaneously given to fervid 
predictions of utopian-cum-millennial glory.
In late 1870s—early 1880s London, the future ‘Garden City’ idealist, Ebenezer Howard, 
was part of reading group which called itself the Zetetical Society. Together, its members 
read work by Alfred Kinsey Owen (an American socialist who founded a utopian colony 
in Mexico), Laurence Gronlund (another American socialist, originally from Germany, 
who wrote the non-fictional utopia, The Co-operative CommomvealtB). They also familiarised 
themselves with the ideas of George, whose Progress and Poverty had been published in 
1879. Howard himself was a spiritualist and an enthusiast of Cooking Backwards-, he 
described reading it in 1888 as a quasi-religious epiphany, a common experience 
attributed both to Bellamy’s work and to that of George.99 Radical bookshops in 
Australia covered very similar terrain. David Andrade’s Melbourne bookshop stocked
97 Catherine Helen Spence, An Autobiography, ed. Jeanne Young, Libraries Board o f South Australia, 
Adelaide, 1975, 79; Augusta Zadow, cited in Anon., ‘Land reform campaign’, Voice, 1 June 1894, 2; on Ada 
Turnbull and the Women’s Political and Social Crusade, see the Tocsin, 7 July 1898, 4.
98 See, for example, debate on distinctions between religious and secular millennialism in David S Nash, 
‘The failed and postponed millennium: Secular millennialism since the enlightenment’, Journal of Religious 
History, 24:1, February 2000, 70—86.
99 Standish Meacham, Regaining Paradise: Eng/ishuess and the Early Garden City Movement, Yale University Press, 
New Haven, 1999, 50; Robert Fishman, Urban Utopias in the Twentieth Centuty: Ebeneger Howard, Trank Eloyd 
Wright, and Le Corbusier, Basic Books, New York, 1977, 29—30.
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readings on the ‘Land Question’, alongside tides on “Freethought, Spiritualism, Theosophy 
and Mesmerism'' — and, of course, with utopian fiction. The books covered by William 
Lane’s reading circle in Brisbane during the late 1880s were strikingly similar to the 
Zetetical Society’s: it included Kinsey Owen, The Co-operative Commonwealth, Cooking 
Backwards and Progress and Poverty }m
References to international utopias such as Cooking Backwards are peppered throughout 
Australia’s utopian literature in the 1890s. David Andrade devoted his preface to The 
Melbourne Riots (1892), for instance, to a comparison between the anarchist utopia 
described in the work with Bellamy’s vision in Cooking Backwards, Ignatius Donnelly’s in 
Caesar’s Column, Thomas Herzka’s in Freeland, and Morris’s in News From Nowhere."" In a 
story serialised in the Voice, Queensland writer and single taxer ‘Austin South’ used a 
Bellamyite device to transport his protagonist into the utopian summer of 1995, 
demonstrating a close familiarity with Cooking Backwards}"1 In what would now be seen 
as a consciously postmodern contrivance, the narrator of The Story o f  My Dictatorship 
meets with William Morris to discuss his views on the ideal society and their relationship 
to single tax doctrine. In Mary Moore Bentley’s A Woman on Mars, Or Australia’s 
Enfranchised Woman (1901), the Martian heroine Vesta is transported to Earth where she 
meets with “one of America’s great Socialistic writers”, a “Mr B—”. Vesta attends Henry 
George’s funeral in 1897, and later vows to preach “the great gospel of the ‘Single Tax’” 
upon her return to the feminist utopia of Mars.103
11)0 Michael Wilding, ‘Introduction’ to ‘John Miller’, The W orkers’ P arad ise : A n  A u stra lia n  N ovel, Sydney 
University Press, Sydney, 1980, 24—25, 36—37; Robin Gollan, R ad ic a l an d  W ork ing-C lass P o litics: A  S tu d y  o f 
P aste rn  A u s tra lia , 1850—1 91 0 , Melbourne University Press, Kingsgrove, 1970, 123. See also John 
Fitzgerald’s comments on the significance o f George’s Progress an d  Poverty, Gronlund’s The C ooperative 
Com m onwealth and Bellamy’s C ooking B ackw ards on Labor readers in New South Wales. Fitzgerald, cited in 
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Turner and Henderson, Sydney, 1890, 1—3.
102 In C oo kin g B ackw ards, Julian West falls into a sleep induced by the electrical currents o f an animal 
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A D , William Reeves, London, n.d.. On ‘In those days’, see Bill Metcalf and Daryll Bellingham, ‘Henry 
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Throughout this utopian literature in Australia there exudes a sense of belonging to a 
wider generic community: an international circle composed of the enthusiasts of utopian 
writing, who at the same time were participants in a utopian imaginary spilling well 
beyond the boundaries of the literature. George signalled his own membership of this 
community by devoting a chapter of Progress and Poverty to a description of the utopian 
future to be secured through his proposals. In the single tax future, he said, the 
regulatory arm of government would wither away, along with crime and the courts. All 
utilities, most education and entertainment facilities would be publicly owned. A great 
many forms of voluntary cooperative enterprise would also have evolved over time. As a 
consequence, the State would be no more than the “administration of a great 
cooperative society”. The cities would be green, tree-filled places, with orchards in 
former disused lots, and public parks full of flowers casting their heady fragrance on the 
air.1"4
Of course, the ideological bases of the late nineteenth-century utopian visions often 
diverged substantially, from anarcho-communist to single tax to socialist of various 
complexions. In Australia, the anarchist J A Andrews began a utopian novel ‘The 
Triumph of Freedom’, a considerable part of which was devoted to attacking the single 
tax doctrine. William Morris also famously wrote News From Nowhere as an imaginative 
riposte to Looking Backwards’ “bourgeois” vision.1"3 Even taking into account these 
differences, however, the utopian societies described in this period had much in 
common. George’s imagination of “greened cities” closely resembles Morris’ much-cited 
description of the future British Parliament as a storage-place for manure, surrounded by 
fruit-trees and flowers. John L Thomas talks of “the religion of solidarity” which 
underlined many American utopian visions of the age, most notably those of Bellamy, 
George, and Henry Demarest Lloyd.1"6 An interest in the devolution of distinctions 
between town and country has been observed by Ian Tyrrell in visionary works produced
104 Thomas, Alternative America, 121—22.
105 William Morris, ‘Looking Backward’, in News From Nowhere and Other Writings, ed. Clive Wilmer, 
Penguin, London, 1998, 355.
106 On the significance of the ‘greened city’ in George’s work, see Thomas, Alternative America, 123—25; 
William Morris, News From Nowhere and Other Writings, 77.
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in California and Victoria. This interest was shared in Britain by Ebenezer Howard, 
Alfred Russel Wallace, Peter Kropotkin, William Morris, and others.107
More intriguing than these observations of similarities between late Victorian utopias is 
the fact that most participants in the utopian imaginary of the era believed such similarities 
to exist. In Progress and Poverty, George argued that the utopian end he sought was the 
same as that of the socialists, in spite of the fact that he took issue with their means. 
Similarly, when the narrator of The Story o f  My Dictatorship meets William Morris, he says:
I know your ideal, and share it. I have read that charming book of yours,
‘News From Nowhere’, with its fascinating and beautiful picture of the 
England that is to be... I am anxious myself to see mankind enter the 
beautiful land you have described to us. But I wish to get there by a safer 
and surer road.10H
Through claims of this kind breathes the notion that the utopian imaginary existed 
beyond political and social differences, and that a commitment to the creation of an ideal 
society (whether in thought or in deed) created its own community irrespective of ‘class 
and creed’. If socialists and single taxers sought the same utopian ends, why couldn’t 
they lay claim to a common social identity as ‘advanced thinkers’, ‘progressive reformers’ 
or ‘workers in the cause of humanity’? As Reverend J Reed Glasson put it, his fellows 
were all those ‘who were endeavouring to bring about a kingdom of righteousness and 
truth’. This indeed was the assertion made by many papers emphasising radical land 
reform in the 1890s. The Adelaide V oice described itself as ‘In the Cause of Humanity’. 
On its inception, the Weekly Herald similarly declared: “We intend to champion the cause 
of the people and throw our weight on the side of humanity and the progressive
109movement .
The New Australia movement was another campaign which held that commitment to a 
utopian enterprise created its own shared identity, cutting across geographical, political,
107 Tyrrell, True Gardens of the Gods, 116; On the devolution o f town/country distinctions in Morris and 
Kropotkin, see David Pepper, Eco-socialism: Fiv/n Deep Ecology to Social Justice, Routledge, London, 1993, 
181—82; Ebenezer Howard, To-Morrow: A  Peaceful Path to Real Reform, ed. Peter Hall, Dennis Hardy and 
Colin Ward, Routledge, London, 2003; Alfred Russel Wallace, Eaud Nationalisation: Its Necessity and Aims, W  
Reeves, London, 1883, 222.
108 Lewis Henry Berens and Ignatius Singer, Dictator-Democrat: Abridged and Adapted from The Story of Sly 
Dictatorship’, Henry George Foundation, Melbourne, 1934, 83—84.
109 Weekly Herald, 12 October 1894.
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gender and ‘class’ boundaries. The New Australia (so the theory went) would be a 
harmonious syncretic community, in which the socialist, single taxer, anarchist, and 
feminist, citydweller and bushworker, man and woman, could meet as a community. The 
intensely religious Birks family from North Adelaide could live side by side with the 
avowed atheist, Syd McCreen; the single nurse Margaret Grace with married housewives 
such as Anne Sibbald or Jane Kidd.110 As I discuss in my last chapter, residents of the 
Murtho community similarly sought to achieve a ‘classless’ community inspired by single 
tax and millennial beliefs.
Peter Love has argued that the utopian fiction of the late nineteenth century took a 
“populist” approach to society. The big utopian novels of this period, he says, adopted a 
populist rather than a class-based outlook on society. In these works, populist “visions 
of an innocent and harmonious golden age of the past” were projected into an image of 
a golden age of the future.* 111 Whether or not it is useful to describe it as ‘populist’, the 
utopian imaginary most characteristic of the late nineteenth century was certainly 
antithetical to class-based understandings of the social order. The sort of ideal society 
most often articulated was one in which social harmony had been triumphantly achieved. 
Even if class struggle wTas involved in its creation, utopia itself was a place in which all 
social groups were reconciled. People’s faces wxre radiant with happiness there: men and 
women, young and old, along with workers of all descriptions.112 In Samuel Albert 
Rosa’s The Coming Terror (1894), for example, a group of men and women are discovered 
in a paradise at the heart of the Australian desert, where they live in “harmonious 
cooperation”. In News From Nowhere, the social status afforded to intellectual over
110 On McCreen, Kidd, and Grace, see Anne Whitehead, Paradise M islaid: In Search of the Australian Tribe of 
Paraguay, University o f Queensland Press, St Lucia: Queensland, 1997, 219, 281, 217; on the Birks, see 
Elsie Birks Papers, Mortlock Library, D2681(L); John Napier Birks Papers, Mortlock Library, PRG 1343; 
Correspondence o f George Napier and Helen Birks, Chartier Papers, PRG 263/1 and 2; George 
Weidenhofer, ‘Recollections of the New Australia Association, taken down in typing by GL Fischer at the 
dictation o f George Weidenhofer c. 1958’, in Souter Papers, Box 1 no 20. On John and Anne Sibbald, see 
J H Mellowship, ‘New Australia: A South Australian Chapter’, BA Thesis, University o f Adelaide, 1963, 11,
17.
111 Peter Love, Labour and the Money Power Australian Labour Populism 1890—1950, Melbourne University 
Press, Carlton: Victoria, 1984, 6.
1*- ‘Carlenent’, for example, is astonished by the contented look o f workers in one o f the worlds he visits 
in Laws and Habits of People Who Line in Other Worlds, Sydney, 1891, 37.
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manual labour has disappeared, and everyone (or at least men) moves fluidly between the 
two.113
There has been considerable interest in the concept of ‘populism’ over at least the last 
decade, closely associated with the critical work on class produced since ‘Rethinking 
Chartism’. In both Joyce’s Visions o f  the "People and Frank Bongiorno’s The People's Party, 
‘populism’ is a heuristic term intended to capture a great range of alternatives to class in 
the 1848—1914 period. One of the hallmarks of these ‘populist’ alternatives, as they see it, 
was the belief in the possibility of reconciliation between all members of society. Neither 
Joyce nor Bongiorno looks specifically at the relationship between land radicalism and 
‘populism’ in the sense just outlined. Both talk, however, of the importance of visions of 
the land and its close relationship to ‘the people’ that featured within the populist 
imaginaries of the era.114
For my own part, I am reluctant to call the land radicals ‘populist’ for a number of 
reasons, one of which Joyce himself identifies. Populism is a term inflected with a great 
range of meanings by different historians and sociologists, some of which are simply not 
present within the land radical campaigns. Love, for example, associates populism with 
conspiracy theories and the opinions of “unsophisticated rural people”. T h e  term has 
also been used more recently to describe John Howard’s conservative brand of anti­
elitism: one of his favourite devices is to appeal, after all, to his own version of the 
‘Australian people’ as a justification of his policies.Ilr> These associations make it difficult 
to focus on the specificity of Australian land radicalism. More importantly, however, 
understanding the land radicals as ‘utopian’ better captures the flavour of their 
movement: their imbrication of concepts such as ‘the ideal society’ and ‘the Kingdom of 
God’; their close relationship with the utopian literature of their time; their use of ‘high 
falutin’ language, and above all their emphasis on the possibility of transcendence.
113 Samuel Albert Rosa, The Coming Tenor, or the Australian Revolution. A Romance o f  the Twentieth Centu/y, S A  
Rosa, Sydney, 1894, 31; Morris, News From Nowhere, 51 (and throughout).
114 Joyce, Visions, 38—9; Bongiorno, The People’s Party, 188—98, 87—91.
115 Love, Labour and the Money Power, 6; cf Gollan’s focus on populism amongst American farmers: Robin 
Gollan, ‘American populism and Australian utopianism’, Labour History, 9, November 1965, 15—21.
116 Love, Labour and the Money Power, 6.
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Like phrenology itself, the single taxers’ ‘bump of reverence’ was increasingly 
unfashionable in Australia after the close of the nineteenth century. By the 1950s, for 
example, it was not the John Farrell who spoke rapturously of George as a ‘seer’ that his 
daughter Olivia would remember. The father she venerated in her memoirs was not a 
man given to star-gazing, his beard grown long and his lapel aromadc with flowers. 
Rather, it was Farrell the roustabout brewer-poet, dressed as a ‘plain working-man’. A 
similar process was underway within the Labor movement, both in the 1890s and in the 
decades that followed. In the mid—1890s, single taxers were expelled from the Labor 
Parties and Trades and Labour Councils, either because of a refusal to take a pledge of 
solidarity to the Party, or because they worked in non-manual occupations. Labor 
wanted to see itself as a party for ‘plain working men’, and as it placed more emphasis on 
this class-based identity, its rapprochement with the utopian single taxers was brought to an 
end. A former Labor candidate such as Cornelius Proud, with his journalist’s hands and 
sartorial modishness, his interest in women’s suffrage and the single tax, was by now 
beyond the pale.
In many ways, a similar process has taken place in the feminist movement across the 
course of the twentieth century and beyond. Many feminist historians have not quite 
known what to do with a woman such as Catherine Helen Spence, with her propensity 
to lapse into utopian raptures, her frequent references to God and Truth, and her belief 
in the brotherhood of man. Even when Spence’s biographer Susan Magarey wrote The 
Passions o f  the First-Wave Feminists, a work arguing for the relevance of the suffragettes to 
latter-day feminism, she went easy on their evangelical Protestantism. (At the same time, 
she omitted any reference to the single tax when speaking about their passions.) Marilyn 
Lake has notably addressed these women’s respectability and evangelism, but she has 
also dismissed talk of ‘brotherhood’ as “masculinist”, neglecting to note that it was 
enthused upon by first-wave feminists and male single taxers alike.11
117 David Headon, ‘No weak-kneed sister: Catherine Helen Spence and “pure democracy’”, in Helen 
Irving, ed., A Woman’s Constitution? Gender and Histo/j in the Australian Commonwealth, Hale & Iremonger, 
Sydney, 1996, 43—14. Note the very brief reference Magarey gives to religion as a motivation for first- 
wave feminism, having first foregrounded the rejection o f religion amongst some women’s suffragists: 
Susan Magarey, Passions o f  the First-Wave Feminists, University o f New South Wales Press, Sydney, 2001, 
31. I note, however, that she discusses Spence’s religiosity at length in her biography: Magarey, 
Unbridling the Tongues o f  Women, 73—87; Lake, ‘The politics o f respectability’, 263—280.
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“The success of political movements”, Joyce tells us, “ ...may be said in large part to turn 
upon the elaboration of effective political languages”. An effective political language is 
one which creates “unities of sentiment and action” sufficient to overlay “the differences 
obtaining within political groups”.118 Elsewhere, Joyce has spoken of what makes certain 
political narratives successful. In order to “secure the fixity necessary to achieve coherent 
identities and a workable sense of political agency”, he says, a political narrative must 
paradoxically be highly flexible and open-ended.119 The narrative of classic populism is 
an example of this. Many different groups have evinced a belief in the classic populist 
story about the loss of the people’s birthright through the machinations of corrupt elites. 
Elements of this narrative can be seen in the Chartist movement, amongst American 
farmers at the turn of the century, and also in the utopian novels discussed by Love and 
Gollan. Through its open-endedness, a narrative of this kind was able to be adapted to 
concrete historical situations across continents and decades.
Ultimately, the language and narratives used by land radicals failed on each of these 
counts. The millennial narrative they relied on was too obviously inflected with Christian 
socialist or progressive Methodist beliefs to gain the breadth of support they sought. The 
visionary nature of the language they used also failed to create sufficient unities of 
sentiment to win over a diverse constituency. Increasingly, the quaint cadence of their 
speech, with its references to God, Natural Law and Liberty, was the sort of thing one 
expected in drawing-rooms and churches, not in Labor meetings, public parks, offices 
and general stores. Using the modality of bourgeois evangelicalism, the single taxers tried 
to press it to socially transformative aims; an attempt which appealed neither to the 
‘broadcloth section of society’ nor the great majority of ‘plain workingmen’; neither to 
orthodox Christian women nor to the increasing ranks of female workers in the late 
1800s. When historians have described the land radicals’ language as bourgeois, they 
have perhaps sought to capture the religious cadence they used, along with the 
aspirational nature of their social vision. To call the movement ‘middle-class’, however, is 
to lose a sense of its utopian tone and multivocality. It is also to lose what labour 
historian Terry Irving has called “dis-integrative” possibilities, dependant neither on 
support f o r  n o t  opposition to the capitalist order of the time.120
118 Joyce, Visions, 27.
119 Joyce, Democratic Subjects, 155—6.
120 Irving, ‘Labourism’, 6, discussed in n41 above.
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Chapter Four 
The heritage of Lazarus
Popular agrarian visions of the land in the village 
settlement movement, 1893-1900
These hills my father’s father stripped,
and beggars to the winter wind
they crouch like shoulders, naked and whipped —
humbled, abandoned, out of mind.
Of their scant creeks I drank once 
and ate sour cherries from old trees 
found in their gullies fruiting by chance.
Neither fruit nor water gave my mind ease.
Judith Wright, ‘Eroded Hills’1
When the first village settlers arrived on their land in Victoria, they must have quaked at 
the sight of the trees. Much of the public territory released under the Victorian village 
setdement scheme had been forest reserves: the wastes of central and southern 
Gippsland, land in the Goulburn valley near Shepparton, tracts of the Wombat and 
Dandenong State Forests. Eleven thousand acres of “heavily timbered, deep, steep and 
abrupt gorges” were opened up in the Dandenongs when the government passed its 
village setdement law in 1893.2 The people who came to ‘reclaim their heritage’ in this 
high-sloping country were for the most part penniless, worn out from looking for work 
and the tumult of the preceding months in Melbourne. It was a shameful thing that 
“poor, untutored men” had been sent to a place so unsuited for cultivation, the scheme’s 
opponents thundered. What they had been given was not the people’s heritage so much 
as “the heritage of Lazarus”.3 When the village setders looked at the trees they must have 
despaired, for a moment at least, knowing how hard they would have to work to cut 
them down. For the next months, they slept in improvised shelters: old tents donated by 
the Salvation Army, a few of the giant fern-trees hollowed out in the middle, tiny huts
1 Judith Wright, ‘Eroded Hills’, in Judith Wright: Selected Poem, Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1972, 23.
-John David Adams, ‘Village Settlements in Victoria in the 1890s with Particular Reference to Gippsland’, 
MA Thesis, University o f Melbourne, 1971, 181; Tim Bonyhady, The Colonial Earth, Melbourne University 
Press, Melbourne, 2000, 120; Helen Coulson, Story of the Dandenongs, 1838—1958, F W  Cheshire, Melbourne, 
1959, 28-29,51.
3 James Haynes and James Gormly, New South Wales Parliamentary Debates (NSW PD), Legislative Assembly 
(LA), vol 66, 1893, 8008—11. Allan McLean and William Shiels, Victorian PD (V PD ), LA, vol 72, 1893, 
365—69, 385; Age, cited in Bonyhady, The Colonial Earth, 121.
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made from hessian bags and flattened kerosene tins.4 56 Every morning, the men set 
themselves to work chopping the trees and hacking at the undergrowth; the women 
trying to supplement their diet by foraging and digging a garden. “Many a setder’s life”, 
remembers one o f them at Monbulk, “was shortened by back-breaking labour spent in 
this way”.3
Village settlement at Sassafras, Dandenong ranges, c. 1900 
Photograph courtesy of La Trobe Library Picture Collection, State Library of Victoria.
In other colonies where village setdements were established, the setders were just as 
hard-working. The men at Resolute in Queensland worked at “clearing the site, preparing 
timber for houses, pulling stumps, shingle getdng, well sinking and pit sawing”, with 
“three sets o f pits saw working constandy”/’ The Woollongabba Exemplars were 
described “as busy as bees clearing more land” in Queensland,7 whilst settlers at Mount 
Remarkable in South Australia had a difficult job clearing land “thickly dmbered with
4 Villagers at the Tucker village settlements slept in Salvation Army tents: Anon., ‘Tucker Village 
Settlements, Wonwondah East’, Australian Herald, June 1893, 35. Settlers at Byrnestown in Queensland first 
slept in tents, then bark humpies: William Metcalf, The Gajudah Communes: From Aborigines and Squatters 
through Communes to Rural Depopulation in the Gayndah Area, Central Queensland University Press, 
Rockhampton, 1998, 41. Some of the Dandenongs village settlers lived in giant fern-trees: Adams, ‘Village 
Settlements’, 243. On the Murray in South Australia, some village settlers lived in huts with walls made 
from hessian sacks or canvas, others in enclosures made from brush or pine boughs, some with kerosene 
tin rooves: Emily Everton, ‘Reminiscences of Waikerie, 1944’, E M Everton Papers, Mortlock Library, 
PRG 530, 5; Observer, 4 August 1894; Anon., ‘Gillen’, Register, 23 July 1894; Mrs A W Jones, cited in 
Suzanne Andrew and Kathryn Traeger, eds, ju st Tike Grandma Used to Make, Andpro Promotions, Adelaide, 
1986, 3.
5 Bernie Simcox, cited in Coulson, Story o f  the Dandenongs, 52.
6 Maryboivugh Chronicle, cited in Metcalf, Gayndah Communes, 78.
7 Worker (Brisbane), 23 June 1894.
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box, wattle and peppermint”.8 At New South Wales’ Pitt Town settlement, near Windsor, 
the apdy named Harry Packwood worked in a team to clear the trees. He was forced to 
stop for a period when he hurt his back, but then took up the work again. For long 
stretches of time, he said later, “I did nothing but cut firewood. I cut many hundreds of 
tons upon the Settlement”.9
Land cleared for an orangery at Waikerie, early twentieth century. 
Photograph courtesy of State Library of South Australia B23126.
The fact that the village settlers worked so hard on their settlements is an indication that 
something powerful had inspired them. This inspiration was often interpreted at the time 
as an urge for socialism. The crowds of unemployed who had agitated for village 
settlement were seen as blasphemous communists by conservatives, or as triumphant 
evidence that “socialism was in the air” by those sympathetic to the cause.10 Ever since, 
historians have spent a good deal of time arguing about whether or not this was the case. 
For some, village settlement was at least initially regarded by its supporters as an
8 “Wuronga”, ‘The Mount Remarkable settlement’, Advertiser, 21 February 1891, 7. See also description of 
the 1,300 acres cleared of land once “thickly studded with box and mallee” by the settlers at Holder in 
‘Trip to the Murray Village Settlements’, Weekly Herald, 22 March 1895.
9 Evidence of Harry Packwood, ‘Progress Report From the Select Committee of Pitt Town Settlement’, 
Neiv South Wales Parliamentaty Papers, no 27, 1896, (hereafter ‘Pitt Town Report’), 756—7.
10 James Paterson, the Victorian Premier, cited in Samuel Albert Rosa, The Truth About the Unemployed 
Agitation, Melbourne, 1890, 5; re ‘socialism is in the air’: see comments by John Duns ford, James Chataway 
and Matthew Reid in Queensland PD (QPD) LA, vol 70, 1893, 412, 459, 462; also by James Hague in South 
Australian PD (SAPD), House of Assembly, 1893, 2197.
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“alternative to a brutal and compeddve social system”.11 For others, there was very little 
that had ever been radical, sdll less socialist, about the movement. At most, it was based 
on a “shrewd awareness of the importance of land setdement as a means of reducing 
compeddon” in urban labour markets.12 For others again, village setdement was an 
“ambiguous experiment”: one that could be interpreted either as a pragmatic strategy “to 
assist small capitalists, mitigate and thereby help to sustain capitalism”, or as an idealistic 
campaign “to replace capitalism altogether”.1’
In this chapter, I want to move away from this debate about whether the village 
setdements were socialist or not. Whilst there was certainly a vocal minority of village 
setders who were interested in ‘cooperation’ or ‘communism’ (the terms were most often 
used interchangeably), the majority were uninterested in these ideals. They were not 
concerned with the abolition of capitalism, nor with other radical prescriptions for social 
change. There was a visionary aspect to their support for the movement, however, just as 
there was also a strong element of social resistance. The majority of the unemployed who 
agitated for village settlement were motivated by an intense belief in their right to the 
public estate. This sense of entitlement allowed them to oppose the punitive attitudes 
which an unsympathetic society directed their way, casting them as ‘waste labourers’ or as 
‘social refuse’. The unemployed combined this same sense of right with a messianic belief 
in their ability, through hard work, to redeem the waste places of the earth. Through 
their labour, the land would become the place where they belonged, rescuing them from 
poverty and dispossession. At the same time, the land itself would be reclaimed from 
aridity or wilderness. It was this visionary cluster of beliefs which motivated the 
significant numbers of unemployed who agitated for village setdement through long 
months in late 1892—early 1893. It also drove them to persist in their axe-wielding efforts 
upon the land once they had arrived upon it.
Many historians have commented on the visionary aspect to popular agrarian 
movements. Popular agrarian leaders and their followers often cast ‘the land’ as an
11 Bruce Scates, A New Australia: Citizenship, Radicalism and the First Republic, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 1997, 123; cf Bill Metcalfs view that the village settlers’ “utopian, communitarian” impulse 
was obstructed and eventually destroyed by a hostile Lands Department. Metcalf, Gayndah Communes, x-xi, 
203—4, 208—9. See his survey o f Allage settlement as part o f the history o f “utopian communal 
experimentation” in Australia in Metcalf, ed, From Utopian Dreaming to Communal Reality: Cooperative Lifestyles 
in Australia, University o f New South Wales, Sydney, 1995, 18—31.
12 Glen Lewis, ‘The Alice River settlement and the legend o f the nineties’, The Australian Journal o f  Politics 
and Histor)', 19:3, 1973, 363.
13 R B Walker, ‘The ambiguous experiment: Agricultural cooperatives in New South Wales, 1893—1896’, 
Labour Histor}/, 18, 1970, 27.
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instrument to redeem a lost golden age.14 David Goodman, for example, has explored the 
arcadian visions associated with agrarianism in mid nineteenth-century Victoria, the era 
of popular agitation for free selection and of miners’ rights on the goldfields. Humphrey 
McQueen has also spoken of the late nineteenth-century interest in small-scale settlement 
as an expression of “utopianism” and “peasant faith in land”.15 In the following, I am 
concerned with how popular visionary desires were manifested in the village settlement 
movement. Many of the village settlers had a vexed relationship with the organised 
labour movement. They tended to identify as ‘the people’ rather than as working-class. 
Whilst this language is evocative of the land radicals’ rhetoric, few village settlers 
supported land nationalisation or the single tax. They tended to see single taxers and 
socialists alike as a ‘communistic’ lot, more interested in talking about the ideal society 
than in doing something about it.
The village settlers provide an interesting counterpoint to my discussion of utopianism 
and class in the previous chapter. Whilst one’s material conditions do not bear an 
inevitable relationship to one’s politics, they are nonetheless implicated in them. The 
village settlers were obviously influenced by the material conditions in which they lived: 
partial or total unemployment, homelessness and/or poverty, none of which was 
experienced by the great majority of the land radicals. As such, they provide us with 
another way of looking at the land radicals’ claims to transcendence of ‘class’, and of the 
thorny intellectual issues it raises. On the one hand, the village settlers illustrate the point 
made by Patrick Joyce and historians of the populist turn — that is, that there were many 
forms of consciousness amongst late nineteenth-century labourers which were not class- 
based. That village settlers used the language of ‘the people’ in different ways to the land 
radicals is only fully explicable, however, by reference to socioeconomic factors. To 
paraphrase and revise Gareth Stedman Jones, their social identity was both a discursive 
and an ontological reality.lr’
14 E P Thompson, The Making o f  the English Working Class, Victor Gollancz, London, 1980, 253—54; Jamie 
Bronstein, Land Reform and Working-Class Experience in Britain and the United States, 1800—1862, Stanford 
University Press, Stanford, 1999, 2; Raymond Williams, The Country and the City, Paladin, St Albans, 1975, 
18—19, 48-49; Frank Bongiorno, The People’s Paity: Victorian Labor and the Radical Tradition, 1875—1914, 
Melbourne University Press, 1996, 190.
15 David Goodman, Gold Seeking: Victoria and California in the 1850s, Allen & Unwin, St Leonards, 1994, 
105—35; Humphrey McQueen, A New Britannia: An Argument Concerning the Social Origins o f  Australian 
Radicalism and Nationalism, Penguin, Ringwood, 1986, 153.
16 Patrick Joyce, Visions o f the People: Industrial England and the Question o f  Class, 1848—1914, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, 1991, 58; Bongiorno, The People’s Patty, 188—198; Gareth Stedman Jones, The 
Latwuases o f  Class: Studies in Etwlish Working Class History, 1832—1982, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge: New York, 1983, 8.
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The m ountain or the m ouse? Introducing the village settlem ent
cam paign
For many village settlers, the opportunity to participate in the movement was the 
culmination of months, if not years, of agitation. As far back as the 1880s, groups of the 
urban unemployed had been gathering in disused lots and parks, in central markets and 
on the wharves, holding meetings to discuss how best to find work or food. In the early 
1890s, the numbers attending these meetings rose sharply. Several thousand people 
joined the biggest gatherings in Melbourne; many hundreds gathered elsewhere.17 At first, 
these meetings centred around demands for public works schemes. “We don’t ask for 
charity”, attendees told the press, “but we must have shelter” . n  By the first half of 1893, 
their demands had become more focused on village settlement. “Honourable members 
were continually being stopped by people in the street”, it was reported in parliament, 
“anxious to know when [village settlement]... would become law, and they would get 
blocks of land which w'ould enable them to earn a living”. Rowdy demonstrations were 
commonplace, with the unemployed marching the streets of the capital cities, rattling 
collection boxes and singing “their old song ‘The Land for the People’ until the Fire 
Brigade... came to disperse them”.19
When people talked about ‘village settlement’ in the 1890s, they were generally referring 
to a scheme involving the lease of public lands and the loan of public money to 
cooperatives of the unemployed. The idea was that those worst affected by the 
depression would band together on small acreages of the waste lands, sharing their costs 
and labour as they set up farming settlements there. This concept had a diverse appeal at 
the time. In 1892 and early 1893, village settlement proposals were developed by self- 
appointed leaders of the unemployed, by the Australian Socialist League, the 
Amalgamated Shearers’ Union, the Australian Labour Federation, the Trades and Labour 
Councils, by the anarchist David Andrade in Melbourne, and by a group of liberal 
philanthropists gathered around the Melbourne clergymen Horace Tucker and Charles 
Strong. As I discuss in chapter five, the movement was also taken up by a small group of
17 Age and Daily Telegraph cited in Rosa, The Truth About the Unemployed Agitation, 39, 14—16. Between 300— 
500 people appear to have attended the unemployed meetings in Adelaide during 1893-4. See Register, 17 
February 1894; Observer, 18 August 1894, 15.
18 Anon., ‘Promenading the streets. March to Destitute Asylum’, Register, 17 February 1894.
19 S T Straughton, FTD LA, vol 73, 1893, 869—70; Anon., ‘Promenading the streets’.
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South Australian single taxers with close links to the New Australia movement — they 
formed a village settlement at Murtho, on the banks of the Murray River, in mid 1894.2IJ
A handful of village setdements were begun though private enterprise between 1891 and 
1893. These included the Alice River setdement (established when shearers converted a 
strike camp into a cooperative village in Queensland), and the six Tucker village 
setdements in Gippsland.-1 In late 1893, however, village settlement laws were 
introduced in New South Wales, Queensland, South Australia, Tasmania and Victoria.22 
Most of the village setdements were formed in 1894—5 under one or other of these laws. 
As Geoffrey Blainey estimates, there were up to 20,000 men, women and children who 
took part in village settlements established under the auspices of these laws in the 
1890s.21 By far the majority of these were in Victoria. L J Blake estimates, for example, 
that close to eighty settlements were formed under the Victorian legislation. By contrast, 
only thirteen were established in South Australia; fourteen in Queensland; and one each 
in New South Wales and Tasmania.24 The leases provided to these village settlement 
cooperatives wrere calculated on a per capita basis, from up to twTenty acres per member in 
Victoria to one hundred and sixty acres per member in South Australia. In each case, it 
was a significant allocation of public land.23
20 Bruce Scates, ‘Faddists and Extremists: Radicalism and the Labour Movement, South Eastern Australia, 
1886—1898’, PhD Thesis, Monash University, 1987, 225, 281, 453, 718—21; Worker (Brisbane), 27 January 
1894 and 31 May 1894; Brisbane Courier, 10 July 1893, 3 and 21 July 1893, 6; Voice, 5 January 1894; Register, 7 
February 1894; Shearers’ and General Laborers’ Record, 15 July 1893.
21 On the Alice River settlement, see reports in the Worker (Brisbane) between late June and November 
1891, eg Anon., ‘Attempting co-operative settlement’, 27 June 1891, 3; ‘Co-operative colonisation’, 11 July 
1891, 3; ‘More about Co-operation’, 8 August 1891, 2; ‘Land settlement movements’, 31 October 1891; 
more generally, see Lewis, ‘The Alice River settlement’, 353—365. On the Tucker settlements, see Tucker 
Village Settlement Association, The Tucker Village Settlements: A Handbook, Melbourne, n.d.; cf reports in the 
Australian Herald, May 1892—June 1893; and more generally, C R Badger, The Reverend Charles Strong and the 
Australian Church, Abacada Press, Melbourne, 197, 130—137.
22 The village settlement provisions were contained in the following laws: the Labour Settlements Act 1893 
(NSW); the Land Settlement Act 1893 (Vic); the Cooperative Communities Land Settlement Act 1893 
(Qld); the Crown Lands Act No 584 1893 (SA) Part VII; and a Crown Lands Act 1893 in Tasmania.
23 Geoffrey Blainey, A Hand Half Won, Macmillan, Sydney, 1980, 335.
24 L J Blake, Tillage settlements’, Victorian Historical Magazine, 37, 1966, 199; cf Adams, who says there were 
83 village settlements in Victoria in 1896: Adams, ‘Village Settlements’, 217. On the SA settlements, see L 
K Kerr, ‘Communal Settlements in South Australia in the 1890s’, Masters Thesis, Melbourne University, 
1952, 54; Don Gobbett, ‘South Australian village settlements: A centenary perspective’, South Australian 
Geographical journal, 94, 1995, 50—65; Scates, A New Australia, 128—30; Michael Davitt, Life and Progress in 
Australasia, Methuen, London, 1898, 73—110. On Qld, see Metcalf, Gayndah Communes, 17—18. On NSW, 
see Verity Burgmann, Tn Our Time’: Socialism and the Rise o f Tabor, 1885—1905, George Allen & Unwin, 
Sydney, 1985, 73. On Tas, see P Bolger, ‘The Southport settlement’, Papers and Proceedings o f  the Tasmanian 
Historical Research Association, 12:4, 1965, 99—113.
25 For summaries of the village settlement provisions see T A Coghlan, Labour and Industry in Australia, voi 
IV, Macmillan, Melbourne, 1969, 1963-72 (on NSW); 1982 (Vic); 1987 (Qld); 1999 (SA); and 2008 (Tas). 
See Scates’ comments re extent of public land allocation in South Australia in A New Australia, 128.
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In the various proposals devised by labour leaders and the unemployed, the village 
settlements were to be self-governing. How many hours each settler worked for the 
cooperative association and what work they performed, how cooperative money was to 
be spent, how rations were to be distributed, how members were to be disciplined when 
required: all these decisions were to be made by a managerial board democratically 
elected from amongst the settlers.'6 None of the legislative schemes lived up to this ideal. 
The principle of self-governance was certainly given lip-service in Victoria, South 
Australia, and Queensland. Even then, however, there were detailed conditions placed on 
their loans which allowed the government to intervene in the settlements’ affairs and to 
terminate their leases at will. In New South Wales and Tasmania, self-governance was 
never even a de facto feature of the village settlement schemes. From the outset, 
externally-appointed boards made decisions about labour and finance in the single 
cooperative settlement formed in these colonies.27
The fact that the village settlement provisions allowed the lease of public land to 
cooperatives rather than individuals was certainly a departure from any previous land 
legislation in Australia. So too was the notion of a legislative scheme mandating a labour- 
and profit-sharing arrangement amongst its participants. In all colonies except Victoria28, 
it was intended that male village setders would work eight hours a day for their 
cooperative association, receiving rations rather than wages, and pledging to share 
equitably in any produce or profit from their collective labours. It was for this reason 
that many of the conservative opponents of village settlement denounced it as ‘socialism’ 
within parliament and in the press. It was “a hideous thing” that an openly socialist 
scheme should be supported by the government, railed the South Australian Legislative 
Councillor Ebenezer Ward. The sort of people agitating for village settlement were “a lot 
of blasphemous,... atheistical, socialistical, communistical, nihilistical men”, said the
26 See the emphasis on self-reliance and government in reports o f the Australian Labour Federation’s 
scheme: eg Worker (Brisbane), 27 March 1894, 3; cf Holder and Lyrup’s Rules of Association, annexed to 
Alan Jones, Vyrup Village: A Century o f  Association, 1894—1994, Lyrup Village Centenary Committee, Lvrup: 
South Australia, 1994.
27 See Thomas Roseby’s characterisation o f the New South Wales Pitt Town Village Settlement as a form 
o f “mild despotism”, in which the Board had “absolute control”. Evidence o f Thomas Roseby, ‘Pitt Town 
Report’, 775. See also the prominent role taken by a Ladies Committee headed by the Premier’s wife, 
Emily Dobson, in Tasmania’s village setdement: Bolger, ‘The Southport settlement’, 104—110.
28 The Victorian government’s village settlement scheme was from the outset a more individualistic affair. 
Settlers were allocated their own lots from the beginning of this scheme. They then worked explicitly to 
gain a long-term lease or to purchase the land by instalments on an individual basis from the Crown, 
sharing equipment and basic rations whilst doing so. For this reason, the Victoria village settlement scheme 
has been described as more similar to South Australia’s ‘blockers’ scheme than the village settlements in 
that colony: Albert Metin, Socialism Without Doct/ine, trans. Russel Ward, Alternative Publishing 
Cooperative, Sydney, 1977, 141.
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Victorian premier James Paterson; the sort of people who gathered in the streets each 
Sunday “to denounce everything that was good and decent and virtuous”.29 As Julie-Ann 
Ellis has shown, a concerted conservadve campaign was waged against the village 
setdements after the legisladon was passed in South Australia. This campaign was largely 
motivated by the concern that the government advances provided to the cooperatives 
(advances calculated first on the basis of thirty pounds per member, later revised to fifty) 
was a form of state socialism. It was hardly responsible government, they maintained, to 
offer public hand-outs to “dead-beats”.30
It should be obvious from even the briefest survey of their provisions that the village 
settlement laws were never intended to be instruments of socialism. As Bruce Scates says, 
some conservatives even ended up supporting the legislation, hoping that it would assist 
with the “dispersal and containment” of the unemployed. Introducing his bill to 
parliament, John McIntyre, the liberal Minister of Crown Lands in Victoria, echoed this 
sentiment. Village settlement would “do away with the demonstrations of hundreds of 
unemployed which they had to witness every winter in Melbourne”, he declared. 
Politicians in other colonies used language almost identical to this. Village settlement 
legislation was a device for “doing away with huge hordes of unemployed”, they argued. 
It would perform a public benefit by disposing of a “great deal of the present agitation”. 
Language of this kind was so prominent in Queensland that the Brisbane Worker attacked 
the government for its hypocritical promotion of the village settlement scheme. All the 
administration was interested in, it argued, was “getting the surplus population out of the 
cities”. The actual success of the movement did not interest it at all.ll
VCTen parliamentarians weren’t talking about village settlement as a way to dispose of the 
unemployed, they tended to describe the purposes of their legislation in time-honoured 
agrarian terms. For McIntyre in Victoria, village settlement legislation would “unlock the 
land against the hold of squatterdom”. It would enable “all classes who may desire to 
obtain their heritage, that is, the land which belongs to them”, to at last achieve their 
goal.’2 The strong agrarian bent to the scheme was recognised by some prescient
29 Ebenezer Ward, SAPD  Legislative Council (LC), 1893, 3082; James Paterson, cited in Rosa, The Truth 
About the Unemployed Agitation, 25.
30 Julie-Ann Ellis, ‘“The pull-down brigade”: The conservative campaign against the village settlements in 
1895’, Journal of the Historical Society of South A ustralia, 19, 1991, 26-41; Richard Baker and John Darling, 
SA PD  LC, 1893, vol 2, 2781, 3079.
31 Scates, A  New Australia, 130; John McIntyre, IT ’D LA, vol 73, 1893, 940; William Schey, NS\PPD LA, 
vol 66, 1893, 8108; Arthur Addison, SAPD  LC, 1893, vol 2, 3078; Worker (Brisbane), 3 February 1894.
32 John McIntyre, I PD  LA, vol 72, 1893, 352.
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conservatives, allowing them to scoff at the notion that village settlement was a socialist 
enterprise. A number of labour politicians had spoken of village settlement as proof that 
‘socialism was in the air’, David Dalrymple observed in Queensland’s Legislative 
Assembly. These ‘honourable members’ w~ere supposed to be full of “all the latest 
schemes of the cleverest men... to reconstruct society” — “mosdy [those of] German 
socialists”. What they had offered the colony’s workers, however, was nothing more than 
“the old antiquity, settling people on the land”. The “mountain has been in labour, and 
brought forth this poor litde mouse”, Dalyrymple mocked “— a thing which everyone is 
fairly familiar with, and occasionally somewhat dred o f ’.3’
“Talk about s h irk e rsV illa g e  settlers and ‘com m unism ’
A genuine attracdon to ‘cooperation’ and/or ‘communism’ did form a part of agitadon 
for the village setdement movement. This was evident in a number of cooperative 
associations reported in the Queensland labour press: associations with names such as 
Bon Accord, Nil Desperandum, and the Excel Pioneers. It was also apparent in the 
Christian socialism of Reverend Thomas Roseby in New South Wales, in isolated private 
initiatives in Victoria, and far more extensively in South Australia.34 The first chairman of 
the Lyrup village setdement association was R P Bambrick, an outspoken advocate of 
‘communism’ in Adelaide.35 Bambrick was one of the “self-appointed leaders of the 
unemployed” who the unsympathetic Register had reported at open-air meetings in 
Adelaide, “enlarging on their theories about cooperation, unselfishness, brotherly love 
and village setdement”.3'1 Similar sentiments were espoused by Wilton Hack, a former 
Baptist and future theosophical missionary. His settlement at Mount Remarkable was to 
be based on the principle of ‘share and share alike’. The Murtho village settlement was 
initially formed as the ‘Cooperative Communal Setdement Association of Australasia’, 
informed by single tax as well as by Christian socialist desires.3'
33 David Dalrymple, QPD  LA, vol 70, 1893, 82.
34 See meeting o f Workers’ Political Organisation of Woolloongabba, reported in Brisbane Courier, 30 
September 1893; cf list o f names o f Queensland village settlements in Anon., ‘The cooperative settlement 
groups: Encouraging reports’, Worker (Brisbane), 27 October 1894; Rev. Thomas Roseby, A  Lecture on 
Village Settlements, Cooperative Printing, Sydney, 1894, 17; Walker, ‘The ambiguous experiment’, 22—23, 28— 
9. Re Victoria, see references to James Smith’s village settlement at Birts Hill and George Lanuder’s 
Croydon Eight-Hours Setdements, in Adams, A ullage Settlements’, 98, 211—12.
35 Bambrick, cited in Anon., ‘Lyrup village settlement’, Advertiser, 21 February 1894, 7.
30 Jones, Lyrup Village, 7, 13; Anon., ‘Split in the camp’, Register, 20 January 1894, 6.
37 See biographical details on Wilton Hack in an obituary in the Advertiser; 2 March 1923, 8; cf 
advertisement for Hack’s scheme in the Voice, 29 December 1893, 3; Gobbett, ‘South Australian village 
settlements’, 54. See also my discussion o f Murtho in chapter five.
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Even in South Australia, however, the village settlers concerned with ‘cooperation’ or 
‘communism’ were in the minority. On arriving at Lyrup, for example, Sam Phillips 
described himself as “an ardent communist”. He was soon dismayed to find that “his 
ardent remarks on communism [were] received by the older setders with a wintry smile”. 
They put up such a determined resistance to his evangelism that his own ideals soon “fell 
to pieces, ... till at last the conviction was driven home to him that the seeds of disaster 
to communism were born in each individual”.38 At the nearby village of Waikerie, Emily 
Everton spoke of the few “odd characters” who believed that communism should be 
implemented on the settlement. Emily was nine when her family arrived at Waikerie. She 
later remembered how her father used to speak of the supporters of “a communistic 
system” there. “Talk about shirkers”, he’d say.39
As detailed accounts of Adelaide’s unemployed agitations make clear, there had always 
been those who were opposed to ‘socialist’ constructions of village settlement. The first 
chairman of the Waikerie village settlement association was Samuel Dyke, described by 
one of his fellows as “the life and soul of the whole movement”. Like Bambrick, Dyke 
was a member of the unemployed who had participated in open-air meetings in central 
Adelaide between 1892 and early 1894. From the outset, he had sought a more 
individualistic model than the instigators of settlements at Lyrup, Murtho, or Mount 
Remarkable. Dyke’s own village settlement proposal, outlined to a crowd of people at the 
Selborne Hotel one hot night in January 1894, envisaged that all male settlers would 
receive individual allotments after a period of cooperative work on the land. Through 
this means the unemployed would assist themselves to achieve the coveted goal of 
independence on the land, avoiding any long-term commitment to an unwieldy
. 4Qcooperative system.
The testimony given by many settlers to official inquiries makes clear that significant 
numbers shared Dyke’s view. At Lyrup in late 1895, Andrew Braeck and Harry Butt 
disagreed with the ‘communistic’ aspects of the settlement’s administration. They told a 
parliamentary committee that Lyrup was “working under a wrong system”. It should be 
reorganised, they insisted, so that every man would receive “a piece of land for himself’. 
At Holder, Philip Brougham maintained support for cooperation, but conceded that a
38 Sam Phillips, ‘Some notes on communism’, Appendix to Kerr, ‘Communal Settlements’, vol 2, 1.
39 Emily Everton, ‘More about Waikerie’, in Everton Papers, 9.
40 Arthur Niemann, cited in ‘Waiken [sic] village association’, Advertiser, 27 February 1894, 6; Jones, Lyrup 
Village, 13.
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groundswell of resistance to the system was growing amongst his fellows.41 When Harry 
Blizzard came to Ramco in late 1894, he had only “a vague idea that it was on co­
operative principles”. “I did not believe in the system when I joined, but I hoped that it 
would have been modified”, said Frederick Turner of Pyap. “I didn’t read the rules 
before going onto the setdement”, said William Bates, indicating that he had had no idea 
that the Pyap settlement was cooperative before arriving there.4-
Serious conflict over cooperation emerged in the majority of the village settlements soon 
after their formation. There were constant problems in Queensland over male settlers 
who went to work at mills or cattle stations. These settlers left their wives and families 
behind at their village settlements whilst they worked, and later refused to hand over 
their earnings to the settlement cooperative.4’ When this took place at Byrnestown, in the 
Gayndah region of Queensland, the cooperative’s ‘board’ stopped rations not only to the 
recalcitrant men but also to their wives and children. These wives were soon writing 
bitter and desperate appeals to the Lands Department, pleading for food and milk for 
their young children.44 Further, at the Excel Pioneers community, some of the settlers 
also spoke of the supporters of cooperation in terms very similar to Emily Everton’s 
father (‘Talk about shirkers’.) “I beg to inform you that none of the members are 
working”, Charles Warner wrote in his own letter to the Lands Department. “... If I 
remain here much longer I will driven into a conviction or a lunatic asylum”.43
Whilst Charles Warner only threatened violence at his settlement, violence actually 
erupted at other villages. Once again, these incidents most often took place between 
autocratic board members who were committed to cooperation, and the men and 
women who opposed it. A scuffle ensued at Waikerie in 1895, for example, after a group 
of settlers called for the resignation of the chairman, Arthur Niemann. Niemann’s board
41 Evidence o f Andrew Braeck, Harry Butt, and Philip Brougham, ‘Report o f Select Committee on Village 
Settlements and Reduction of Rents Amendment Bill’, South Australian Parliamentary Papers (SAPP), no 113, 
1895, (hereafter ‘Select Committee Report’), 50, 51, 133.
42 Evidence o f Harry Blizzard, ‘Select Committee Report’, 153; Evidence o f Frederick Turner and William 
Bates, cited in Kerr, ‘Communal Settlements’, vol 1, 87; cf Evidence of Harry Blampsey, Pyap, who 
appeared not to understand the question when asked whether he believed “in communism or 
individualism?’: ‘Select Committee Report’, 73; cf Davitt’s assertion that the settlers at New Residence, also 
on the Murray in South Australia, had no “controversial interest in the theories o f scientific socialism”, nor 
even much ken o f the idea o f cooperation. Davitt, Life and Progress, 97.
43 For examples of this, see letters to Minister o f Lands from William Stephens o f Obertown Model 
Group; ‘Mr Crown Lands Ranger Rawson’ re Reliance; T Price of the Woolloongabba Exemplars; T 
Shanahan and others from Byrnestown, extracted in Working o f Self-Government by Co-Operative 
Groups’, Votes and Proceedings of Queensland Legislative Assembly, 1895, vol 3, 430, 431, 433, 434—439.
44 Metcalf, Gayndah Communes, 47—60.
45 Charles Warner to Minister o f Lands, June 1895, in Working o f Self-Government’, 431.
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had been trying to enforce an inequitable ration system, these setders argued, and the 
whole cooperative system it was administering was corrupt and unworkable. Trying to 
walk out on the meeting, Niemann was hemmed in by some of his opponents’ wives. 
When one in particular blocked his way, he felled her with a blow to the mouth. 46 
Upheavals of this kind led either to the dissolution of many village settlements, or else to 
their transition to individualistic farming communities. After the violence at Waikerie, for 
example, a number of settlers left to form the Ramco village settlement, almost all of 
whom wTere opposed to the principle of cooperation. Ramco, Waikerie and Lyrup each 
reorganised themselves on individualistic principles over the ensuing years. 47
B elonging to the lan d : V illage settlem ent and  the p o p u lar agrarian
utopia
Commentators have often attributed the failure of village settlement to the bankruptcy of 
‘socialistic’ ideals. At the time, conservatives seized upon the internecine strife in the 
settlements as proof that “the problem of ‘communism’ was being exposed as a sham 
and a fraud” .48 Similarly, for some historians, the movement showed that it was “not in 
human nature to share and share alike” .44 For labour historian Glen Lewis, the rapid 
failure of cooperation within the settlements showed rather that the movement had 
always been predominantly pragmatic rather than “utopian” or “socialist” in character. 
After the brief flourish of cooperative rhetoric had passed, Lewis tells us, it became clear 
that the village settlers’ aims were “practical, not particularly idealistic, and certainly not 
militant” in character. The shearers who converted their strike camp into a village 
settlement at Queensland’s Alice River, he says, sought “a home where bush workers 
could live while not engaged in their usual occupations”. They were never seriously 
interested in a cooperative utopia. Labour support for village settlement was similarly 
pragmatic in its aims. Essentially it was “a hard core of anti-squatter feeling” that led 
workers and labour journalists to support the movement, combined with a “shrewd 
awareness” of the value of land settlement in reducing urban competition for jobs. 30
46 Letter from anonymous village settler, cited in evidence o f Peter Gillen, ‘Report o f the Select 
Committee’, 225.
47 Jean Nunn, Histoiy of Waikerie: Gateway to the Riverland, Waikerie Historical Society, Waikerie: South 
Australia, 1994, 100—107; 77; Jones, Lyrup Village, 55; Stephen H Roberts, Histoiy of Australian hand 
Settlement, 1788—1920, Macmillan, South Melbourne, 1968, 353.
48 Anon., ‘The village settlements — Communism a failure’, Public Service Review, 10:5, 1904, 59—60.
49 Kerr, ‘Communal Settlements’, voi 1, 159; cf Walker, ‘The ambiguous experiment’, 31.
50 Lewis, ‘The Alice River settlement’, 363.
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Lewis’s choice o f adjectives when describing village setders’ aspiradons is illuminating 
here. Their aims were ‘hard’ and ‘shrewd’ rather than ‘utopian’, he says, using terms 
highly characteristic o f traditional labour historiography.31 Some o f the land radicals 
similarly insisted on the pragmatism o f their movement during the early 1890s. Single 
taxers should “sternly oppose” anything which diluted their focus on land reform, 
Thomas Hebblewhite claimed. “Like a man”, land nationalisation had a reputation to 
uphold, and it was imperative that this reputation was one o f sternness and strength. As I 
noted in my last chapter, however, even a land radical such as Hebblewhite, who 
emphasised the practical rigour o f the movement, was apt to use highly romantic 
language when describing his commitment to the cause.3- In the final analysis, there was 
never a clear distinction between hard pragmatism and soft utopianism within single tax 
rhetoric, and the same can be said o f the village settlement movement. Even the so- 
called shrewd desires o f village settlers could be imbued with a range o f emotive and 
visionary aspirations.53
It is not inconceivable, o f course, that the choice to join a village settlement was 
motivated by desperation rather than positive choice for some village settlers.34 A 
number o f villagers described themselves as utterly destitute when they arrived on the 
land, barefoot and dressed in rags. The majority, o f course, had been out o f work for at 
least a short period o f time.33 It is also not hard to imagine that some women came to the 
settiements on the insistence o f their husbands rather than through their own desire. The 
settler Wilson Francis wrote a horrible story in the back o f the Waikerie board’s minute
51 Feminist historian Joan Scott has criticised E P Thompson’s work for its emphasis on the ‘astute’ and 
‘logical’ aspects of labour activism, rather than, say, the ‘emotive’ following enjoyed by utopian socialist 
women in early nineteenth century Britain. Joan W Scott, Gender and the Politics o f  History, Columbia 
University Press, New York, 1988, 76-79.
52 Thomas Hebblewhite to John Farrell, 24 March 1888, in John Farrell Papers, Mitchell Library, ML MSS 
1522/1 Item 1.
53 Lewis glosses over rather than overlooks the role played by visionary aspiration in the movement. He 
refers to “agrarian idealism” as a factor in ‘working-class’ agitation for village settlement, for example, but 
makes very little of it. His emphasis instead is on “the harder edge” to workers’ interest in the campaign in 
the form of anti-squatter feeling. Lewis, ‘The Alice River settlement’, 361—363.
54 Particularly in Victoria, where the scheme had been individualistic in character from the outset, village 
settlement could be a “stepping stone to better land or jobs elsewhere”. As John Adams tells us, a number 
of village settlements were established on the outskirts of existing towns in Victoria. This allowed people 
already in the area to take up leases, providing themselves with somewhere to live and an opportunity to 
supplement their existing income. Adams, ‘Village Settlements’, 317.
55 See reference to settlers’ lack of clothes in letters to Queensland’s Minister for Lands from William 
Stephens (of Obertown Model Group), 19 July 1895; and M Baldo et al (of the Excel Pioneers), 2 
September 1895; both extracted in ‘Working of Self-Government’, 430, 431; cf reference to fact that 
certain women settlers in South Australia had no shoes: Observer, 24 February 1894; and to Joseph Berry’s 
comments on the settlers’ paucity of possessions: Reverend Joseph Berry, ‘A great social experiment: 
Village settlements in South Australia’, Review o f  Reviews, 20 April 1895, 403.
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book which suggests this was the case. On visiting a doctor in Adelaide, Francis wrote, a 
widower at the setdement married an impoverished girl newly emigrated to the colony. 
This girl had no idea that the widower had four children in a bark humpy back at 
Waikerie: he’d told her he had a house and property on the Murray. Once on the 
setdement, she couldn’t afford to pay the paddlesteamer and railway fares back to the 
city. When she appealed in desperation to the other Waikerie women, they asked her 
whether she’d be prepared to set up with one of the other men. The girl said “she had no 
choice, as she was stranded”, wrote Francis, and thus allowed herself to be ‘sold’ by her 
new husband to another setder for a half pound of tobacco.36
Reading stories of the exigencies which brought some people to the village settlements, 
and knowing also the terrible conditions that many of them endured there, it is often 
hard not to turn away from the movement in anger or contempt. I certainly did this a 
number of times during the course of reading about the movement. The story this girl at 
Waikerie appalled me; so too did the stories of women deserted by their husbands and 
denied rations by their male colleagues in Queensland, and of the awful plight of the 
parents whose children died from want of milk or medical attention.37 NXTiat kept me 
coming back to accounts of village settlement, however, is the tenacity with which so 
many of these people tried to hold onto the land. There is a touching hopefulness which 
infuses many of the village settlers’ accounts, a hopefulness which belies the discord, 
injury, grief, or near starvation they experienced there. There is also something touching 
about how hard these people worked, men and women alike, in an effort to make their 
ventures survive.
At the Tucker village settlements in Gippsland, some villagers wrote importunate letters 
to their benefactor, Reverend Charles Strong. Whilst some of these letters are openly 
sycophantic towards Strong, others are more conversational and even endearingly stoic 
in tone. We “have a rather up hill game to work to find stores and things to keep us 
afloat as our credit is bad and our wood [h]as a bad name and and [sic] it seems hard to 
collect what we do sell”, wrote Mr Wheildon from the cooperative sawmill venture at 
Red Hill. In spite of this, “we never loose heart the more trouble, the more we Brace up 
for it so I think we will pull through yet we are pretty well united now more so than ever
56 Wilson Francis, cited in Kerr, ‘Communal Setdements’, vol 1, 109.
57 See Bridget Matthews to Minister o f Lands, 16 January 1895, extracted in ‘Working of Self- 
Government’, 435—6; report o f a child dying from malnutrition at Monmouth Group in Queensland in 
ibid., 432; Nunn, History o f  Waikerie, 68—69, 81, 84, 94.
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we were”.38 Noting that they had all fallen sick with dysentery, a correspondent at Nil 
Desperandum in Queensland still wrote hopefully about his settlement’s prospects. “I 
think we shall be able to pull through”, he wrote in a letter to the Worker. “We have a 
good many men amongst us as good as ever trod in shoe leather, who are hopeful and 
determined to make this place their home and the setdement generally a success”.59 
Elsewhere in Queensland, Mrs McSwain exhibited a reluctance to leave Byrnestown, 
even when confronted with the stoppage of her rations and the open hostility of board 
members. “It is hard for us to have to leave after having made a garden and our humpy 
as nice as possible”, she wrote to the Land Department. Her husband and a number of 
other Byrnestown men repeated the sentiment. “We have worked hard here to make a 
home”, they wrote, “and it is very hard if we have to lose the fruits of our labour”.
At Bon Accord village setdement in Queensland, the setders were faced from the start 
with land poorly suited to culdvadon. After months spent clearing, fencing, building 
homes and sowing crops, they descended first into malnutrition and then imminent 
starvation. Still they lingered on their setdement. Finally Edward Shelton, a travelling 
government consultant, insisted that the settlement be disbanded. Shelton told the Bon 
Accord villagers that nothing would come of “all their hard work” because of the land’s 
infertility, the Brisbane Courier reported. In so doing, he “broke the[ir] hearts”. Upon 
returning to the city, one of Bon Accord’s setders was still maintaining that the 
community would have survived in another location. “I am sure that had we had good 
land from the first we should have succeeded in making an existence”, he told the 
Courier. “Could we but see the possibility of tiding over the next month or so, we would 
struggle on, and I Firmly believe in the end be successful”, the chairman of the nearby 
Resolute settlement wrote to the press. “As the case stands... we have to leave it; not in 
disgust..., but with sincere regret”. r>1
As E P Thompson has observed, “rural memories” inspired British workers for 
generations after they had moved to the cities and taken up occupations in factories and 
urban trades. Again and again, “yearning for land” is apparent in these workers’ politics,
5K Mr Wheildon to Charles Strong, May 1895, Charles Strong Papers, Australian National Library, MS 2882 
Series 3 Folder 6; cf letters from G Blake and J Grainger to Strong in Charles Strong Papers, LaTrobe 
Library, MS 10586.
59 Anon., ‘Nil Desperandum group’, Worker, 26 May 1894, 1.
60 Mrs McSwain, and Donald McSwain et al, both cited in Metcalf, Gayndah Communes, 50, 48. Full text o f 
Mrs McSwain’s letter may be found in ‘Working o f Self-Government’, 435.
61 Brisbane Courier, cited in Metcalf, Gayndah Communes, 105, 109; cf Packwood’s insistence that the settlers at 
Pitt Town could have made their venture work with different supervisors. Evidence o f Packwood, ‘Pitt 
Town Report’, 756.
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he says, “twisted in with the ... desire for an ‘independence’”.62 Patrick Joyce also 
reminds us that the focus on land in nineteenth-century British polidcs “went deeper” 
than a “practical” opposition to the aristocracy. Even into the twentieth century, the 
question of “popular access to land ownership continued to have a profound emotional 
and symbolic appeal” amongst English workers.6’ The men and women who joined the 
village settlements also invested land with a profound emotional appeal. “My father ... 
planted the first orchard at Waikerie”, Emily Everton declared. His “people in Sussex 
belonged to the land”. Harry Packwood was similarly proud of his family’s agricultural 
history. “I belong to an agricultural family; all my mother’s people are farmers. My father 
has been for some years — over thirty years — head gardener for Sir Bernard 
Semmelson — and [as a lad] I worked on a farm”, he stoutly claimed. “I often thought 
that I should like to go in for producing Turkey rhubarb”, he added more wistfully.64
When asked why he joined the Pitt Town settlement, Packwood’s answer was simple. “I 
went there to make a home for myself and family”, he said. Shafto Stevens echoed the 
same sentiment at Holder in South Australia. “I came here to make my home. I take it as 
a matter of course that we all did”, he said.63 For many village settlers, the desire to 
participate in the movement thus went deeper than the ‘hard core of anti-squatter feeling’ 
discussed by Lewis; deeper, too, than the exigencies of poverty and unemployment. 
Village settlement, for them, was about ‘making a home’.
‘M aking a hom e’ and  suburban/bourgeois dream s
Seamus O’Hanlon has talked about the ‘idea of home’ as an animating feature of urban 
history in Australia. “To understand the power of the idea of home”, he said, “is to 
understand Australia”. Everywhere in Australia’s cities and towns it is the suburban 
home that now most strikes the observer, he says; a claim which Graeme Davison has 
also made of Melbourne from the 1880s. Davison has indeed written at length on the 
expansion of suburban idealism during the booming 1880s, when longings for ‘rus in 
urbe’ were manifested in the sprawl of single-storey dwellings out from Australia’s urban 
centres. Suburban longings of this era were in many ways similar to the village settlers’
02 Thompson, The Making o f  the English Working Class, 253—54; cf Marilyn Lake, The Limits o f Hope: Soldier 
Settlement in Victoria 1915—1938, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1987, 13.
63 Joyce, Visions, 39.
64 Everton, ‘More about Waikerie’, 9; Evidence o f Packwood, ‘Pitt Town Report’, 758.
65 Evidence o f Packwood, ‘Pitt Town Report’, 756; Evidence o f Shafto Stevens, ‘Select Committee 
Report’, 137.
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desires. A home in the suburbs appealed to those who had been denied land and space 
and social opportunities back in Europe, O’Hanlon puts it: people who had been 
“victims of the twin pressures of the enclosure movement and the early stages of the 
Industrial Revolution”/’6 Such people were obviously also numerous amongst the village 
settlement population. The village settlements potentially included more immigrants than 
native-born Australians: people who had come seeking relief from depressed conditions 
in England during the 1880s. The Blizzards at Ramco, for example, had run a pork 
butchery in England before arriving in South Australia at the beginning of the nineties. 
At Waikerie, Teddy Burroughs was “a real cockney”, accompanied by a partially deaf 
wife and large family.67 There was also Mr Wicks at Waikerie, whose ‘people in Sussex 
had belonged to the land’. These were precisely the sort of people who longed for the 
space and independence they could not find in the Old World, and who directed such 
longings at the ‘idea of home’.
The village settlers’ desire for ‘home’, however, connoted more than the Great 
Australian Dream for a house in the suburbs. It was heavily inflected with the agrarian 
longings to work the land, and to find a livelihood upon it. Harry Packwood, Shafto 
Stevens and others spoke of making rather than acquiring a home. In so doing, they 
placed more emphasis on physical striving than the quiet solace usually associated with 
the suburban dream or with the stereotypical middle-class house. For them, the ‘idea of 
home’ was not a bourgeois ideal, but rather bound up with the very process and identity 
of manual labour. It could be associated with a bark humpy or a leaking secondhand tent 
so long as it held out the promise of gaining access to their birthright, and to the fruits of 
their labour upon it. As Malcolm Chase has suggested, such agrarian longings for ‘home’ 
were about manual workers’ attempts to negotiate the impact of industrialisation upon 
them. Agrarian longings drew their force from the search for a “real control over 
production”, he says: “what was produced, when, and how” — not just the desire for a 
house and a garden of one’s own.68
66 Seamus O’Hanlon, ‘Cities, suburbs and communities’, in Martyn Lyons and Penny Russell, eds, 
Australia’s History: Themes and Debates, University o f New South Wales Press, Sydney, 2005, 176—178; 
Graeme Davison, The Rise and F all of Marvellous Melbourne, (2nd ed.), Melbourne University' Press, Carlton, 
2004, 166—171; Graeme Davison, ‘The past and future o f the Australian suburb’ in Louise C Johnson, ed, 
Suburban Dreaming. An Interdisciplinary Approach to Australian Cities, Deakin University Press, Geelong, 1994, 
103.
07 Everton, ‘More about Waikerie’, 13; Everton, ’26.2.57’, 1.
68 Malcolm Chase, The People’s Farm’: English Radical Agrarianism, 1775—1840, Clarendon, Oxford, 1988, 7— 
8.
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‘Making a home’ at Kingston village settlement, early 1890s. 
Photograph courtesy of State Library of South Australia, B 11359.
S tick in g  it  in  the eye o f C ap ital: A grarian labour as so c ia l resistan ce
In my first chapter, I talked about the agrarian faith in the close relationship between 
labour and the land. Work the land hard enough and it would reward your efforts, it was 
believed. Fertility followed the plough. This view was certainly ‘in the air’ when the 
village setders took up their leases. Village setdement was frequently presented as a 
means for ‘waste labourers’ to take up the waste lands of the colonies, and through hard 
work bring both to a new producdvity. In New South Wales, the single taxer Percy 
Meggy urged the creadon of village setdements as a means to give workers access to “the 
natural opportunities afforded by the land, which has only to be properly farmed to yield 
[an] abundance of food”/’9 In Victoria, Charles Strong and Horace Tucker claimed that 
the “waste, howling wilderness” of Gippsland would “blossom as the rose” through the 
labour of the Tucker village settlers. Honest labour on the land would also “work 
wonders” upon the unemployed themselves. “Put some implement of industry into the 
unsteady hand”, Tucker wrote; “let the man work for himself, for a home, and if it not 
be altogether too late, the sick will revive, and rejoice in the healthful pleasure of making 
a plot of God’s earth fruitful, and their own”.70
69 Percy R Meggy, ‘Village settlements’, clipping in Percy R Meggy, Scrapbooks, vol 1, Mitchell Library, 
Q040/3-7, 41.
70 Charles Strong, ‘Land settlements bill’, Australian Herald, August 1892, 210; Reverend Horace Tucker, 
The Hew Arcadia: An Australian Story, George Robertson, London, 1894, 123, 128, 122.
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After a tour of state experiments in Australasia, the American reformer Henry Demarest 
Lloyd also spoke of the regeneration of waste workers and wraste land that would take 
place on the village settlements. These schemes, he wrote, would “combine the waste 
forests and waste labourers of the community”, thus “restoring the unemployed]... to 
their economic and other citizenship”. At the same time, a “union of labour and land” 
would bring great abundance to the country. South Australia’s village settlements in 
particular had “already resulted in an unquestionable gain to the colony” through their 
cultivation of its waste lands. '1
Labour journalists and unionists shared the view that combining waste labourers and 
waste lands would regenerate them both. “Successful operation” of village settlement, 
wrote the Australian Workman, would ensure that “the present arid waste will become the 
fruitful homes of the holders”.72 In Victoria, the Amalgamated Shearers’ LInion vaunted 
its own settlement scheme as “a rare opportunity to hundreds of wrorkers to establish 
comfortable homes; and obtain the means of earning an independent livelihood for 
themselves and their families”. The promoters were confident of the power of labour to 
unleash the fruitfulness of the land. The only way workers would not “succeed, and 
succeed well” on their settlement would be through their own “sheer laziness”, they 
claimed. 1 From Paraguay, the New Australian Frank Birks wrote to his family at Murtho 
of the “splendid prospects” which would follow his fellow settlers’ pioneering efforts 
there. “When you have chopped down all the trees on the 1000 acres at Murtho”, he 
wrote to his younger brother Harold, “you can bring your axe along here and we may be 
able to find you one or two to cut”. For Birks, as for many village settlers in Australia, 
there was a direct connection between muscular effort and the prospect of abundance on 
the land.'4
Another aspect of the village settlers’ emphasis on hard work was their desire to resist 
the litany of insults that mainstream society directed at them: the description of them as 
‘dead-beats’, idlers, wastrels, drunkards, and the like. As Leonore Davidoff says, a range 
of disturbing “cloacal imagery” was directed at “the criminal classes, paupers, beggars 
and the ■work shy” in Victorian society, casting them as ‘stagnant pools of moral filth’,
71 Henry Demarest Lloyd, Newest England, Notes of a Democratic Traveller in New Zealand, With Some Australian 
Comparisons, New York, Doubleday Page, 1901, 204, 220, 224.
72 Frederick Jones, ‘Village settlement: A practical p ro p osa lAustralian Workman, 2 March 1892.
73 S  beaters’ and General Laborers’ Record, 15 June 1893.
74 Frank Birks to ‘Uncle’ Birks, 1 January 1896, and to Harold Birks, 28 October 1898, in John Napier 
Birks Papers, Mortlock Library, PRG 1343/1.
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the ‘effluvia of our wretched cities’ or as ‘moral refuse’. 3 Both liberal and conservadve 
politicians used the same metaphors when they spoke of village settlement as a means of 
‘doing away with’ the unemployed hordes. Even after the villagers took up their leases, 
squatter-politicians such as John Warren were still denouncing them as “idlers and 
loafers in a state of ruffianism unequalled anywhere in the province”. Others, such as 
Andrew Barlow, Queensland Minister for Lands, espoused the virtue of village 
settlement in one breath and the worthlessness of the village settlers in the other. “This is 
a form of land settlement that is not to be encouraged”, he apparently told senior 
government officials, “as those men will only compete with more decent men than 
themselves”.76
It was because of disparaging views of this kind that the Weekly Herald, South Australia’s 
labour paper, cast village settlement as a form of resistance to the “men of Fat and 
Capital”. “The keen and persistent opposition to the Village Settlements”, it wrote:
arises chiefly from the fear that they will ... form such an object lesson in the 
advantage of giving people access to the land that the reign of monopoly will 
be broken, and the people will no longer remain landless and dependent upon 
those who by their greed, alias ‘thrift’, have become possessed of the heritage 
of the people.
Comments such as these formed the core of popular agrarian ideology. One of the 
features of popular agrarian agitations was indeed their resistance to the laisseyjaire 
assumption that poverty was the result of thriftlessness on the part of the poor. The 
underprivileged weren’t poor or landless because they themselves were idlers, they 
suggested. Society’s real idlers were the aristocracy (or their Australian equivalent, the 
squatters); the bank managers and other usurers; the ‘land sharks’ and landlords; none of 
whom worked for their money. The reason that the people were poor or unemployed 
was because the arch-ruffians had robbed them of their birthright. Popular agrarian 
ideology thus gave village settlers and their labour supporters an opportunity to ‘stick it
75 Leonore Davidoff, ‘Class and gender in Victorian England’, in Judith L Newton, Mar}' P Ryan and Judith 
R Walkowitz, eds, Sex and Class in Women’s History, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1983, 25.
76 Anon., ‘In justification of our cartoon’, Worker (Brisbane), 3 February 1894, 3.
77 Anon., ‘The village settlers and their traducers’, Weekly Herald, 6 March 1896, 4.
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in the eye’ of the “wealth party”: the John Warrens, Andrew Barlows, and James 
Patersons of colonial society. H
As unemployed workingmen or women, the village setders had at best a vexed 
relationship with organised labour. Certainly, some elements of the labour movement 
took the village settlers to heart. This is evident in the support given to the movement by 
W G Spence, leader of the Amalgamated Shearers’ Union (ASU), or in labour papers 
such as the Worker or the Weekly Herald. Even as Spence spoke of village settlement as a 
“pilliative” [sic] for labour’s woes, however, the ASU’s paper was denouncing the British 
unemployed in decidedly punitive terms. In the early 1890s, the Salvation Army 
‘General’, William Booth, advertised a proposal involving agricultural colonies for the 
British poor in Australia, a proposal not dissimilar to village settlement. A deluge of 
opposition was directed at this proposal in the Australian labour press. The Shearers' 
Record in particular rained scorn on Booth’s desire to pollute Australia with “the scum of 
the Old World”, “shoveljling] out of the United Kingdom the very riff-raff of society, to 
our fair shores”. Other letters excoriated his efforts “to scoop up the very refuse of 
mankind... and empty (figuratively speaking) the sewers of darkest London on this fair 
continent”.79 Such vigorous denunciations of the London poor illustrated that Australia’s 
organised labour movement could all too easily turn against those who had fallen outside 
its own ranks. As Scates says, the relationship “between those in and out of work” was 
never an easy one. The unemployed often felt that they were literally left out in the cold 
by the unions and by the political labour movement.8"
Popular agrarianism offered village settlers an alternative identity to that of ‘working- 
class’ at a time when they bore at best a tangential relationship to the realm of 
production. As ‘the people’ defrauded of their ‘natural rights’, they had an opportunity to 
salvage their self-respect when the tide of opinion in the rest of society was against them. 
This was evident in a letter written to the Queensland Minister for Lands by a man 
denied membership of a village settlement cooperative. “You are evidently under the 
impression by your arbitrary action that you can rob a citizen of his character with 
impunity; that you can rob him of his natural, inalienable rights”, A J Stronach wrote.
78 Boomerang, 26 September 1894, 10.
79 Shearers’ and General Laborers’ Record, February 1890; January' 1891; December 1890. See also comments in 
South Australia: about the prospect that Booth’s proposals would make Australia “the dumping ground for 
the criminals, for the refuse and scum of the older portions o f the world”: Anon., ‘General Booth and his 
Boothania’, Pioneer (Adelaide), 28 November 1891.
80 Scates, A Neu> Australia, 164.
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“Like a flash of lightning on a dark night, your administration of the public lands shows 
clearly that you and your law-makers never had an honest desire to settle the people on 
the land”.81 Whilst this letter would have done nothing to raise Stronach’s chances of 
joining a village setdement, it at least gave him the chance to assert his own sense of 
justice and entitlement.
V illage se ttlem en t wom en a n d  ‘m ak in g  a  h o m e9
As Marilyn Lake has observed, the late nineteenth-century was a bad time to be a woman 
on an Australian small farm. Agrarian policies of the era promised to free workingmen 
from “exploitative productive relations”, she says. All they actually achieved, however, 
was the exploitation of women and children on family farms. In an economic context 
which made it increasingly difficult for agrarian enterprises to survive, the wives of 
farmers in this era were the biggest losers. They worked without wages under the 
authority of their husbands in order to keep the farm afloat. At the same time, they felt 
ashamed at having to take part in non-domestic labour, constantly subjected to the 
message that such labour was ‘unsexing’. Whilst there was perhaps the potential for 
agrarian enterprise to be seen as a partnership between men and women — a partnership 
between a farmer-husband and his ‘helpmeet’ — these factors conspired to ensure that 
farmer’s wives in this era were more often treated as “slaves”.8“
These observations are obviously reflected in the experience of many women village 
settlers. For a start, women were debarred from membership in the cooperatives on 
almost all of the settlements. They couldn’t take part in the elections of male settlers to 
the cooperative board. Nor, needless to say, could they serve as members of the boards 
themselves. They thus had no say in the direction of labour or expenditure on the 
setdements, and no official share in any proceeds.8’ Further, the idea of ‘manly 
independence’ was regularly associated with village settlement. One of the movement’s 
obvious appeals was that it would affirm the unemployed “as men, restoring their broken
81 A J Stronach to Andrew Barlow, in Worker (Brisbane), 17 Februar}' 1894.
82 Lake, The Limits o f  Hope, 15; Marilyn Lake, ‘Helpmeet, slave, housewife: Women in rural families 1870- 
1930’, in Patricia Grimshaw, Chris McConville, Ellen McEwen, eds, Families in Colonial Australia, George 
Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1985, 175.
83 Scates, A New Australia, 122—23; Gobbett, ‘South Australian village settlements’, 55; cf parliamentary 
debate in QPD  LA 1893 about whether or not to include women in Queensland village settlement scheme 
(a debate eventually decided in the negative): eg Samuel Grimes, 409; Ernest Stevens, 412; John Leahy, 
413; Henry Daniels, Andrew Barlow and Arthur Morgan, 443—44.
164
status as ... providers”.84 Part of its allure, in other words, was that it would allow those 
out-of-work to institute a masculine authority on the land. As the story of the Waikerie 
woman sold for half a pound of tobacco suggests, there were men who valued village 
setdement as a place in which women would be physically and financially dependant 
upon them, able to be confidendy treated as property. This observation may certainly be 
made of the single men at Waikerie who insisted that the women should wash and mend 
their clothes for them. Since they were being given less radons and cooperative credit 
than the married men with large families to support, they argued, they should at least be 
compensated by having their domestic needs taken care of by those men’s wives.83
Given the significance that village settlers placed on independence, it is interesting to 
note that the phrase they most often associated with the movement was ‘making a 
home’. Domesticity and manly self-reliance were evidently linked and confused in their 
thinking. In the most obvious sense, the interconnection of these two languages 
(domesticity and independence) drew its logic from that of masculine authority. It was 
animated, in other words, by the desire to ensure that men were recognised as masters of 
their own destiny, both at work and at home.8f> But there were other possibilities that 
arose from the confusion of these vocabularies. Most significantly, the emphasis villagers 
placed on ‘making a home’ left the possibility open for women to claim to be participants 
in the village settlement project. Making a home was at least potentially a process which 
included both sexes, encompassing labour both domestic and non-domestic, involving 
women as helpmeets rather than slaves.
84 Scates, A New Australia, 122.
85 Nunn, History o f  Waikerie, 100-101.
80 Goodman makes this point in a discussion o f the interconnected languages o f domesticity and 
agrarianism in mid-nineteenth century Victoria. Goodman, Gold Seeking, 152-58.
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Women at the Murray village settlements, c. 1898 
Photograph courtesy of State Library of South Australia, B 62477.
In reminiscences of their lives as villagers, women often recounted how physically hard 
either they or their mothers worked to establish their families on the land. “I often dug 
out burrows to get a rabbit to have something for the children to eat”, one former 
woman villager told the Advertiser in the late 1960s. Another woman drew attendon to the 
fact that she and her siblings had helped their parents build a hut out of timber and iron 
at Waikerie, the family literally making their home together. Still others spoke of hauling 
wet clothes and water from the Murray, and of cooking on camp-ovens “regardless of 
the weather”.8 At Byrnestown, Mrs McSwain also spoke of having worked hard to make 
‘our garden and humpy as nice as possible’.
All of these women recognised that making a home was bound up with physical striving. 
They claimed their own labours as part of that process. Such considerations suggest that 
there was some truth in Holder settler John O’Connell’s response when asked in 1900 
whether the women of his community wanted to stay on the land at Holder. “I believe 
that the big majority of them are in favour of sticking to the settlement”, he said to a 
parliamentary committee, “so that they may get homes of their own”. Two years earlier, J 
C Rowe had spoken at a four-year anniversary of Waikerie, drawing attention to his
87 Anon, settler, cited in Nunn, Histoiy o f Waikerie, 67; ibid. 80, 87, 106; cf Adele Barratt of Waikerie, 
remembering the heat in their pine-and-iron house and her mother’s cooking on the camp-oven: cited in 
Andrew and Traeger, eds, Just Like Grandma Used to Make, 4. Also Doreen Sapphire McLean, nee Lunn, 
remembering the hard conditions of life at Gillen, “growing vegetables, catching rabbits, wild ducks and 
fish”: cited in Andrew and Traeger, ibid.
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wife’s labours. “My wife has been my chief support”, he said, “and the women pioneers 
o f Waikerie deserve the chief credit for our success. We have had rough dmes in the 
past, but we would not live to ever leave Waikerie”.88
That some women villagers shared the ideal o f ‘making a home’ presents us with a 
picture both messier and less uniformly dire than Lake’s image o f farming women as 
“slaves”. In the chaotic conditions o f settlement life there was much that was rendered 
tentative or negotiable, and to a certain extent the question o f women’s status fell into 
this category. That women should be prevented from membership o f the cooperative 
associations was continually contested in South Australia, taking place at the same time 
that the campaign for women’s suffrage was being fought back in Adelaide. Dispute and 
prevarication continued about the issue for as long as the settlements retained a 
cooperative structure. Soon after Pyap was formed, for instance, it was decided “by a 
majority o f 64 that the married women on the settlement should be entitled to a vote and 
participate in the profits o f the Association”. 89 This motion was later rescinded. Not long 
afterwards, in late 1895, a loud minority o f settlers gave evidence to a parliamentary 
inquiry, indicating that they disagreed with this latter decision.90
On other settlements, attempts to exclude women from cooperative decision-making 
frequently descended into farce. Women were not supposed to participate in board 
meetings held in Waikerie’s communal shed, so instead they crowded to listen at the 
door, physically intervening on one particular occasion when the chairman tried to 
leave.91 At Gillen, women attended board meetings, the most self-assured contributing
88 Evidence of John O’Connell, ‘Report of the Renmark and River Murray Setdements Commission’, 
SAPP, no 37, 1900, 137; J C Rowe, cited in Nunn, History o f  Waikerie, 73.
89 Register, 24 September 1894.
90 The purpose of this 1895 inquiry was to consider certain amendments to South Australia’s village 
settlement legislation. One of the possible amendments being considered was whether or not to mandate 
women’s inclusion in the village settlement cooperatives. This question was ultimately decided in the 
negative, in spite of the support for women’s inclusion from E P Batchelor and Tom Price, both Labor 
members on the parliamentary committee, and also by another member, Thomas Burgoyne. The 
Committee’s Chair was J Moule, a conservative opponent both to village settlement and to questions of 
women’s political equality, who no doubt strongly influenced parliament’s decision against making the 
amendment. (See comments by Tom Price on this issue in the Register, 21 July 1894; cf the sympathetic 
questions asked by Batchelor during evidence given by Mary Guy, and by Burgoyne in the Evidence of 
Eliza Cox and Harriet Holt, ‘Select Committee Report’, 47, 77).
At the committee’s inquiry, Albert Brocklehurst, James Holt, Charles Billett and Eliza Ann Cox gave 
evidence indicating that they thought women should be given membership in the Pyap cooperative. (Note, 
however, that Harriet Holt supported women’s exclusion in spite of the fact that her husband James 
contested it). At Lyrup, Caroline Thornett, Mary Downer and Mary Guy spoke in favour of women 
playing a part in the management of the settlement. (Synopsis of Evidence, ‘Select Committee Report’, 
xxvi—xxvii; cf Evidence of James Holt and Harriet Holt, ibid., 76—77; and of the Lyrup women at 47—48).
91 Letter from anonymous village settler, cited in evidence of Peter Gillen during parliamentary inquiry, 
‘Select Committee Report’, 225.
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their opinion on matters that concerned them. At both Pyap and Gillen, a single 
anomalous woman was registered as a cooperative member alongside the men. At 
Holder, one woman successfully lobbied to work in the fields with the men and to be 
paid for it through credit, as they were. At Ramco, the board paid Mrs Stewart and Mrs 
Pike for nursing sick female villagers back to health.72
These intriguing anomalies did not of course alter the structural inequity between the 
sexes at the village settlements. They do, however, point to ways in which women could 
exploit the experimental nature of village life to their own advantage, in rare cases even 
enjoying privileges they could not have experienced elsewhere. This is perhaps one of the 
reasons that so many women joined their male counterparts in striving to keep up their 
endeavour on the land, doing so in spite of the risks to their children’s health, the 
physical work and deprivation, and the lack of political recognition they endured there. 
When asked whether he would leave Holder in 1895, for example, Elijah Crocker said of 
his wife Ruby: “no, the missus will not let me”. It was on an altogether less frivolous 
note that Mrs McSwain wrote on her imminent departure from Byrnestown: “it is hard 
for us to have to leave”.93
P opular agrarian ism  as onto logical and d iscursive rea lity
Agrarianism was a language widely used by white Australians in the nineteenth-century. 
Its function as a language is made obvious by the extent to which it was governed by 
stock phrases, and by its reliance on concepts such as ‘natural rights’, on nature as God’s 
‘storehouse’, and the iniquity of land ‘lying waste’. Recurrent phrases such as ‘the heritage 
of the people’, ‘reclaiming their birthright’ and ‘making a home’ provided those who used 
them with a means to see and understand the Australian environment and the social 
order. The widespread use of these phrases should not divert us, however, from the fact 
that they were inflected with very different meanings depending on who was speaking.94 
When the unemployed marched down Adelaide’s Rundle Street in support of village 
settlement, for example, they took their children and their collection boxes, singing their
92 Samuel McIntosh, Diary, Mortlock Library, PRG 16/1, (on Gillen 31 March 1896); see reference to 
Eliza Ann Cox as a Pyap villager in Synopsis o f Evidence, ‘Select Committee Report’, xxvii; also to Cox’s 
attendance o f board meetings in Evidence of Eliza Ann Cox, ibid., 77; for reference to Gillen women 
registered as a settler, see Evidence o f John Henry Best, ibid., 169; McIntosh, Diary (on Holder, 23 April 
1896); Nunn, Histo/y oj'Waikerie, 112.
93 Evidence o f Elijah Crocker, ‘Report o f the Select Committee’, 124; on McSwain, see n 60 above.
94 See David Goodman’s discussion o f the differences between conservative and radical agrarianism in 
mid-nineteenth century Victoria: Goodman, Gold Seeking, 114-123.
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“old song ‘The Land for the People”’ in defiance of an order against street 
demonstrations. In parliament, venerable liberals such as John McIntyre used the same 
language (“Honourable members must realise that the land belongs to the people”) to 
decidedly different effect.93
There is more than just discursive factors at play in the differences between John 
McIntyre’s reference to the “land for the people” and that of unemployed agitators for 
village settlement. As soon as we begin looking at the way different people used the same 
language to different effect, we are making room for ideas of agency, for the roles played 
by socioeconomic factors and ‘experience’ in our understanding of discourse. As I have 
suggested throughout this chapter, the rootlessness and job insecurity experienced by 
village settlers influenced the meanings they gave to phrases such as independence, making a 
home and even the people itself. This is not to say that experience is something which exists 
‘out there’, prior to and distinct from language. Rather, it is to assert that a complicated 
interrelationship exists between the two. Experience is not free from language, but 
neither is it (as Joan Scott has notoriously claimed) a wholly “linguistic event”.96 The 
social context of historical actors is always implicated in, but not determinative of, the 
ways they interpret and use a given language.
When the village settlers at Bon Accord went on to their land in Queensland, they held 
fast to the agrarian belief that their labour could make it fertile, in spite of what appeared 
to others as manifest indications to the contrary. Asked by a government expert why they 
had persisted in their labours on land “so evidently unsuited” to cultivation, they found it 
impossible to properly articulate why, perhaps even to themselves. ‘“We were very poor’, 
they said in effect, ‘and beggars are not choosers’”.9 The way these people looked at the 
land was conditioned by agrarian discourse: its time-honoured insistence on the unity 
between labour and the land. The hope they invested in this belief, however, drew 
something of its intensity from factors beyond the agrarian vocabulary; that is, from the 
limited material choices available to them at the time.
These comments bring me back to my discussion of the land radicals in my previous 
chapter. My intention there was to show that a particular group’s politics is never simply 
a matter of its socioeconomic position (even if it could somehow be argued that a
95 Anon., ‘Promenading the streets’; McIntyre, VPD LA, vol 72, 1893, 353.
96 Joan W  Scott, ‘The evidence of experience’, Critical Inquiry, Summer 1991, 792—3.
97 Edward Shelton, cited in Metcalf, Gcryndah Communes, 110.
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uniformity of socioeconomic factors and ‘experiences’ existed within that group.) As a 
result, it is imperative that we pay close attention to the language used by the land 
radicals, observing also that they used it in muldvalent and even contradictory ways. I 
would add now, however, that the fact that land radicals were rarely drawn from the 
ranks of the unemployed or unskilled labour is inscribed in the particular range of 
meanings which they gave to agrarian discourse. Land radicals — particularly land radical 
men — assumed that multiple possibilities and identities were available to them as 
visionary reformers. This view was only available to them because they were accustomed 
to a degree of social mobility and choice.
R esurrecting L azarus? On the reclam ation o f waste lands
There was something momentous about village settlement for the nine-year-girl Emily 
Everton; something which went beyond the “pioneering roughness of their living 
conditions. “There was a pine tree at the back and I used to climb into one of its forks 
and read... a series of the travels of the Israelites”, she later remembered of her girlhood 
at Waikerie. “How I devoured them. Their exodus from Egypt. The description of 
Aarons rod that budded. The Manna from heaven and especially the building of the 
Temple with its purple curtains”. What predominates in Everton’s memoirs of Waikerie 
are indeed memories such as these. Violence, deprivation and internecine squabbling was 
certainly apparent on the settlements, but what she later chose to emphasise was the 
camaraderie experienced there, the sense of collective participation in the process of 
making a home. There was plenty of music at the Murray settlements, for example: 
choirs, bands, concertinas, the odd piano. The villagers would often dance in the 
Waikerie schoolroom, Everton tells us, kicking up clouds of exuberant dust from the 
“earthern floor”.98 At Holder, Harry Blizzard was “a lovable gentleman full of fun” and 
Mr Grant was liable to break into a rendition of “I was under the Roses we met and we 
parted”. At Waikerie, there was “Teddy Burroughs with his cockney wit”, “Joe Green 
with his clever comic songs”, “Billie Watt with his comic songs and Inis lovely wife 
Sketch”, and “Doctor Everett with his sense of humour”. There was also Margaret 
Steward, “as bright and vivacious” as her husband Robert was dull, whose “ambition was 
to be a singer .
98 Everton, ‘Reminiscences o f Waikerie, 26.2.57’, 2.
99 Everton, ‘More about Waikerie’, 2, 12; Everton, ‘Reminiscences o f Waikerie’, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8.
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The camaraderie apparent amongst some members at Waikerie was markedly different to 
the high-minded fraternity vaunted by the land radicals. The way the village settlers 
tended to express themselves was also more demotic and immediate, more tempered by 
wry humour and ‘cockney wit’, than the ‘high falutin’ rhetoric of single taxers such as 
Frank Cotton or Emily Proud. But their longings were no less utopian for that. For its 
participants, village settlement was about reinstating a sense of belonging to society and 
the land. In the Victorian parliament, William Shiels had spoken of their lands as the 
“heritage of Lazarus”, the “refuse land”, the “very refuse of settlement... which was left 
idle on the hands of the Crown”.10<l For the settlers themselves, however, this was 
precisely the point. Just as Lazarus had risen from the dead, so would they bring their 
heritage back to life through their labours upon it. By wood-chopping, water-carting, 
field-ploughing, clothes-mending, bread-baking and orchard-tending, the waste lands 
would be transformed into home. At the same time, they would be redeemed from their 
status as social refuse.
As we know all too well today, the popular agrarian faith in the union between labour 
and the land was misconceived. For many of the village settlers themselves, this was 
indeed the real tragedy of the movement — far more than the failure of cooperation or 
‘communistic’ ideals. As they were to discover through hard experience, there was not a 
teleological relationship between labour and the land. The swing of the axe and the 
swathe of the plough did not produce, as a matter of course, a moral-cum-material 
reward. Having cleared lands in the Dandenongs of their fern-trees, for example, the 
village settlers “did not know what to do to make a living out of them”. The same 
applied at Pitt Town or Bon Accord, where the trees were cut down for fence-posts and 
firewood, and little grew by way of crops to replace them. As a result of these people’s 
efforts, many territories became the very reverse of the village settlers’ intentions: not 
‘idle lands’ regenerated or redeemed, but land left eroded, lying waste.
100 Allan McLean and William Shiels, IT D  LA, vol 72, 1893, 365, 385.
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Village settlers at Pyap, on the Murray River. Note the razed hills in the background.
Photograph courtesy of State Library of South Australia, B11352.
As I suggested in my first chapter, the agrarian notion that land was there to be used had 
the potential to be rendered in a more nuanced and ecologically sensitive way than that 
applied on the village settlements. The idea of just or ethical use of the land was an 
aspect of agrarian ideology that was developed within the land radical movement; it at 
least had the potential to be developed by the village settlers. Harry Packwood spoke of 
his longing to nurture plants upon the land at Pitt Town, for example: “feeding plants is 
exactly the same as feeding birds. They each require different foods to be a success”. He 
wanted to forge a relationship with the land that looked to its longer term fertility that 
that which was allowed him at Pitt Town. “I did not go there to thin forests”, he 
declared, “I went there to make a home for myself and family”.101
There were also glimmerings of an understanding as to what was required to prevent soil 
erosion and degradation in Australian conditions amongst some village settlers. On 
visiting the Murray village settlements in 1896, for example, the South Australian 
Governor, Sir Fowell Buxton, spoke to the settlers of “the ruinous effect of neglect to 
reserve patches of foliage for shade and shelter”. Buxton pointed out that elsewhere in 
the world, efforts were being made ‘to rescue from destruction the vestige of wilderness 
that remains”, and yet here on the village settlements “the devastating axe had been 
mechanically applied to the Murray scrub”. “The omission marked a feature of the whole
101 Evidence of Packwood, ‘Pitt Town Report’, 758, 756.
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settlements”, the Public Service Review reported during Buxton’s visit, “and bitterly do the 
setders regret their thoughtlessness in not leaving belts o f  trees to break the high winds 
that prevail in their locality” .10- We can only speculate on what might have happened had 
the village setders possessed this kind o f knowledge before they began, rather than to 
come to it, sadly or bitterly, when the experiment was drawing to a close.
I dream of hills bandaged in snow, 
their eyelids clenched to keep out fear.
Vilien the last leaf and bird go, 
let my thoughts stand like trees here.
Judith Wright, ‘Eroded Hills’
kg T.D., ‘A  vice-regal outing’, Public Service Review, 4:7, February 1896, 50.
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Chapter Five
Murtho’s ‘odd characters’: Gender and the demise of 
land radicalism, 1894-1900.
Opponents of land radicalism weren’t usually sure how to characterise its supporters. For 
Thomas Dobeson, a self-employed builder and protectionist, Henry George was a 
“funny fish”. “This man makes statements and then contradicts them pure and simple”, 
Dobeson wrote in his diary after listening to George speak during his Australian tour. 
George’s followers might not have been exacdy mad, wrote the Australian Star, but they 
were certainly “dyspeptic-looking”. Elsewhere, they were decried as “cranks” or “kinks”, 
as “drivelling lunatic[s]” or the bearers of “peaked skulls”.1
If land radicals were generally seen as ‘funny’, then the single taxers who joined Murtho 
were positively hilarious. Formed as part of South Australia’s village settlement scheme, 
Murtho was composed of single taxers from the radical end of the colony’s Forward 
Movement. Before heading off for the mallee scrub by the Murray River, these people 
had been involved in a range of labour, land radical, and progressive Christian bodies in 
Adelaide. When they decided to join Murtho, men such as John Napier Birks, John 
Shackleford, and L E Saunders were the subject of incredulous mirth amongst Adelaide’s 
conservatives. Why on earth, they wondered, would a pack of shopkeepers want to swap 
the city for the bush? As one conservative told parliament, if he needed a good laugh all 
he had to do was imagine Birks and Saunders “at a winnower twelve or fourteen hours a 
day with the sun at 160 degrees”.2
In my third chapter, I spoke about the land radicals’ inability to fit into neat political 
categories. So far as traditional labour historiography is concerned, these people were 
neither fish nor fowl. They were neither for capitalism nor against it, neither moderate 
nor revolutionary. As Thomas Dobeson put it, they had a maddening habit of saying one
1 Thomas Dobeson, Out of Work Again: The Autobiographical Narrative of Thomas Dobeson, ed. Graeme 
Davison and Shirley Constantine, Monash Publications in History' 6, Monash University: Victoria, 1990, 
83; Bax Blox, ‘A trip out west’, Australian Star, 15 March 1890; Atgus and Australian Star, cited in Airlie 
Worrall, ‘The New Crusade: The Origins, Activities, and Influence o f the Single Tax Leagues, 1889—1895’, 
Masters Thesis, University o f Melbourne, 1978, 106.
2 Sir Richard Butler, cited in Bruce Scates, A  New A ustralia: Citizenship, Radicalism and the First Republic, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1997, 130.
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thing and then another entirely. One minute, they painted themselves as Labor 
enthusiasts, next minute they were gallivanting about the country as the cronies of Sir 
Henry Parkes.’ They took liberal notions such as self-help or the rejection of class 
rhetoric and gave them a collectivist twist. Insisting on ‘bonds of brotherhood’ between 
each member of the ‘human family’, they sought to do away with atomistic 
understandings of individuals and of society.
At Murtho, the land radicals’ attempt to embrace the brotherhood of man reached 
something of a fever pitch. Murtho’s residents, wrote Elsie Birks, were animated by the 
desire to form “a family”, united not by ties of blood but rather by the “good in human 
nature”. Sharing a common purse and a communal lease of the land, living in close 
proximity and each knowing the other’s cares, they would discover “a freer, less artificial 
mode of living”. Murtho was thus to be animated both by single tax principles and by 
what might variously be described as communitarianism, Christian socialism, or (to use 
the community’s own lingo), ‘cooperative communalism’.4
Murtho was in many respects an unusual experiment to be associated with land 
radicalism. This was firstly because the majority of Australia’s land radicals wanted to live 
in urban areas. Also unusual was the Murtho community’s attempt to synthesise support 
for the single tax with a system of ‘cooperative communalism’. The single taxers moving 
in more temperate circles in Adelaide, and the majority of those in other colonies, were 
far more likely to disparage ‘communistic’ ideas.3 45 Whilst Murtho was definitely 
considered unusual amongst the land radicals at large, however, it was not regarded as 
anomalous in the way that it now appears. When it was reported in the Voice, the Weekly
3 A number o f Sydney single taxers made efforts to ingratiate themselves with the arch-free trader Henry 
Parkes. See, for example, John Farrell to Henry Parkes, 6 January 1889 and 26 December 1890; and Percy 
Meggy to Henry Parkes, 14 October 1892, Parkes Correspondence, Mitchell Library, voi 13, 341—345 and 
voi 55, 683—687 respecdvely.
4 Elsie Birks to Blanch Vivian, 27 December 1895 and 5 October 1894, in Elsie Birks Papers, Mortlock 
Library, D2681(L), both reproduced in ‘Life at Murtho settlement, River Murray 1894—1897: The 
recollections and letters o f Mrs Elsie Gilmour’, South Australiana, 4:2, 1965 (hereafter referred to as 
‘Recollections’), at 85 and 62. The Murtho Co-Operative Village Association was known first as the 
Cooperative Communal Settlement Association o f Australasia before changing its name: Don Gobbett, 
‘South Australian village settlements: A centenary perspective’, South Australian Geographical journal, 94, 
1995, 54.
5 See Bruce Scates’ discussion o f the dim view o f socialism taken by the Victorian single taxer Max Hirsch, 
and the diversity of views on socialism and the labour movement within the Forward Movement in his 
‘Faddists and Extremists: Radicalism and the Labour Movement, South Eastern Australia, 1886—1898’, 
PhD Thesis, Monash University, 1987, 1049, 1114, 864; cf Bruce Scates, ‘“Wobblers”: Single taxers in the 
labour movement, Melbourne 1889—1899’, Historical Studies, 21:83, October 1984, 195; Max Hirsch, 
Democracy Versus Socialism: A  Critical Examination of Socialism as a Remedy for Sodai Injustice and an Exposition of 
the Single Tax Doctrine, Macmillan, London, 1901.
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Herald, or the Sydney Worker (all papers sympathetic to agrarian utopianism), it was 
presented as an important experiment. You didn’t have to believe that society should 
return to pre-industrial agriculture, or that it should institute cooperative communalism, 
in order to appreciate Murtho as an object-lesson in an alternative way of life.
So far as most single taxers were concerned, the logic of Murtho was drawn from the 
utopian character of their movement. It w*as in keeping with the narratives of utopian 
experimentation they read in their spare time, and also with the frequent reports of like 
initiatives overseas which appeared in the land radical press. As a w'hole, the single tax 
movement was concerned with the abolition of monopolistic practice and the creation of 
an equitable distribution of wealth; in the expression of the ‘brotherhood of man’ and the 
evolution of a cooperative ethic between individuals and within society. That Murtho’s 
residents wanted to express these aims in microcosm was an encouragement to their 
fellow land radicals. It reassured them that an interest in the ideal life was a hallmark of 
their cause.
The lan d  rad icals and  gender: A sum m ary
As a concentrated form of single tax utopianism, Murtho has a great deal to tell us about 
the complexity of the land radicals’ longings. In it, we can see how their desires were 
sometimes tentative and contradictory. We can also see how their ideals didn’t always 
translate in practice in quite the way they had planned. This is particularly the case in 
relation to their ideas about gender. Murtho provides us with a unique opportunity to 
consider the role played by gender within land radicalism. Nowhere else is it possible to 
look at the relationships between land radical men and women with the same degree of 
detail. Nor are we given the same glimpse anywhere else of a land radical woman’s 
world-view. The picture of Murtho which survives today is largely refracted through the 
letters, reminiscences and diaries of Elsie Gilmour (nee Birks). In her letters, we find a 
young land radical woman confiding to her close friend about her hopes and ideals. We 
read of her attempts to translate these ideals into the realm of daily life. We also have the 
chance to imagine what it must have been like to be a single tax woman, living in close 
relationship to other land radical women and men.
Gender was one of the most complex features of the land radical movement. To men, 
the movement sent mixed messages about their gender. On the one hand, it directed 
itself at a masculine constituency grounded in notions of ‘the people’, ‘the producers’, or
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‘all who labour’. Appeals to this constituency frequently evoked images of robust 
masculinity in the fields, or locked in combat with the ‘money power’. Single tax 
speeches often drew on the metaphor of batde, casting its advocates as muscular 
Christians struggling against ‘vested interests’ and ‘the Law’. It was time to put on the 
armour of righteousness, the Georgist E Anstey said at a land radical meeting: “if there 
was ever a time when we needed true men it was now”.6 If land radicalism appealed to a 
masculine subjectivity, however, it was neither singular nor masculinA/ in any 
straightforward way. Within the movement there was a belief that men needed to be 
devoted husbands and fathers as well as mates or brothers in arms. There was also a 
belief that a visionary register was most appropriate to express land radical aims and 
desires. Land radical men cast their rhetoric in this register in spite of the fact that it was 
ridiculed by their opponents as ‘feminine’ or “rhapsodic trash”.7 8
Murtho’s men were even more subject to mixed messages about their gender than were 
land radicals at large. As village settlers, they were part of a movement which placed great 
store on heroic labours with the shovel and axe. When they wrote accounts of 
themselves for the labour or mainstream press, they adopted the guise of this vigorous 
masculinity. They offered reports of the fields they had cleared and cheered the fact that 
the Fat Man had no rights over the fish they caught from the river.s The male residents at 
Murtho also had frequent contact with men from other village settlements. They met 
them intermittently meeting to talk about crops, self-management, and ‘the unemployed 
question’. Celebrated in these exchanges was a manliness grounded in the experience of 
manual labour, one that was little interested in ‘feminine’ or ‘bourgeois’ softness, or in 
abstruse theoretical concerns.
Land radicalism did not so much send mixed messages to women as fail to deliver on the 
promises it made them. In the early nineties, most land radicals professed a commitment 
to women’s enfranchisement. They paid lip sendee, at least, to the possibility that women 
could be ‘brothers’. Female single taxers often used the rhetoric of brotherhood 
themselves, presenting themselves as campaigners for the rights of ‘humanity’. Such 
women would no doubt have welcomed the efforts of Murtho’s first members to
6 E Anstey, cited in Anon., ‘The land reform campaign’, V oice, 1 June 1894, 2.
' E G  FitzGibbon, Essence o f P rogress an d  Poverty’ I  E x trac ted  From  the A m erican  o f H em y George an d  D one Into 
an d  D ea lt W ith  in  P la in  E n g lish , George Robertson, Melbourne, 1890, 18.
8 Letter from unnamed Murtho settler to Walter Head, published in the W orker (Sydney), 27 October 1894.
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enshrine gender equality in their Co-Operative’s Rules of Association.9 Many would also 
have regarded Murtho as an experiment congenial to first-wave feminism on the basis of 
its interest in connecting ‘the home’ with the political sphere. This was particularly the 
case for Elsie Birks, who came to Murtho with her family to run the community’s school. 
As Elsie saw it, the utopian project embarked upon at Murtho was essentially about 
cultivating feelings of fraternity between its members. The ideal society would ultimately 
emerge from feelings of love, trust, and generosity amongst its citizens, and from their 
practical attempts to illustrate such feelings. A ll members of the community could thus 
work collectively to create an ideal vision of the human family, whether male or female, 
whether working in the home or in the field.
Not surprisingly, Murtho’s attempt to involve both sexes in the project of fraternity 
failed to make a significant difference to the responsibilities of its female members. 
Married women at Murtho still remained in the home, and as such they were limited to 
the domestic sphere when acting out the community’s ideals. Given Murtho’s 
rudimentary conditions, these responsibilities were more strenuous and consuming than 
they had been back in Adelaide. Married women were more restricted at Murtho than 
they had been in the city, where their domestic responsibilities took up less of their time 
and energies. After a few years, most of them were worn out by the effort of hauling 
water, chopping firewood and bearing children in the bush. No doubt they were also 
keenly disappointed that an experiment which had claimed to offer them so much had 
amounted to so little.
In my third chapter, I suggested that one of the reasons that the single tax movement 
lost its appeal in the late 1890s was the fact that it failed to elaborate a sufficiently 
coherent political identity. Land radical men’s attempt to present themselves as ‘trans­
class’ played a large part in this failure. In this chapter, I suggest that gender also had a 
part to play in the movement’s demise. On the one hand, male single taxers tried to 
represent themselves both as heroic labourers and as family-oriented Christian brothers. 
On the other hand, female single taxers struggled to marry their belief in women as full
9 Murtho Co-Operative Village Association, Memorandum o f  Association and Rules o f  the Murtho Co-operative 
Village Association, Adelaide, 1893, Article 6.
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participants in the movement with the limited scope it provided for their acdvism. In 
either case, the land radicals failed to achieve a “workable sense of polidcal agency”.10
A beginn ing...
In November 1893, about forty “earnest reformers” attended a public meeting chaired 
by the charismatic Port Adelaide chemist, John Napier Birks. The meeting had been 
called to discuss the possibility of forming a setdement “on the New Australia lines” in 
Australia. Shordy afterwards, several of those who had attended the meeting wTent to 
Kangaroo Island to assess the feasibility of starting a setdement there.* 11 In the same 
period, however, large tracts of mallee land by the Murray were slated for cooperative 
occupation under South Australia’s village setdement law. Others interested in forming 
village setdement cooperatives were already focusing their attentions on this region. By 
May 1894, an advertisement accordingly appeared in the Voice, calling on those “desirous 
of joining an association to be established on land now being selected on the Murray 
River, on a similar basis to ‘New Australia’”. The Murtho Co-operative Village 
Setdement Association was formed not long after this, with an acreage in the so-called 
Hundred of Murtho proposed as its chosen site.12
From the outset, the would-be members of Murtho aimed to trial a ‘cooperative 
communal’ system for its own sake. Unlike the rest of the village setdement population, 
they did not look to the movement as the only way that they might gain access to the 
land. The Murtho cooperative was eventually to include skilled artisans, several farmers, a 
general hand and a gardener amongst its members, some of whom had perhaps been 
unemployed before they took part in the setdement.13 The nucleus of men who had 
attended that first meeting in late 1893 were largely small businessmen, commercial 
agents and accountants, however, with homes and jobs already of their own. Henry 
Cordeaux was an indent and commission merchant; Charles Smith was a retired ship’s
10 Patrick Joyce, Democratic Subjects: The Self and the Social in Nineteenth Century England, Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge: New York, 1994, 155—6.
11 Anon., ‘A communal settlement on Kangaroo Island’, Register, 20 January 1894, 6; Voice, 9 February 
1894.
12 Voice, 10 November 1893; 23 February 1894; 4 May 1894.
13 Voice, 4 May 1894; Evidence o f Oscar Hooper, ‘Report o f Select Committee on Village Settlements and 
Reduction o f Rents Amendment Bill’ (hereafter ‘Select Committee Report’), South Australian 
Parliamentary' Papers (SAPP), no 113, 1895, 18.
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captain; Walter Birks had worked with his brothers in running a pharmacy business.14 His 
youngest brother, John Napier Birks, lived with his growing family in a twelve-roomed 
house with a “large garden and orchard” at Woodville, a village not far from his Port 
Adelaide pharmacy.15
All of the earliest members of the Murtho Co-operative Village Settlement Association 
were involved in South Australia’s so-called Forward Movement during the early 1890s. 
The term ‘forward movement’ was often used loosely by progressive reformers across 
Australia at the time.16 In South Australia, it was used more specifically to describe the 
rich alliance of labour, socialist, land radical, Methodist, temperance and women’s 
suffrage groups apparent in the colony during the late 1880s and early 1890s.1 In m id- 
September 1893, this alliance had held a Reform Conference to discuss its interests and 
goals. So far as the hostile Register was concerned, the main thrust of this Reform 
Conference was “the institution of the single tax and .... advanced Socialism”. Taking its 
stage were members of the Single Tax League, the United Labour Party, and ministers 
from Adelaide’s most progressive Methodist churches. In the audience sat delegates from 
workers’ Democratic Associations, the Fabian Society, the Society for the Study of 
Christian Sociology, and women from a range of reform groups. Similarly ecumenical 
gatherings took place in Adelaide throughout the early 1890s. Held at Bricknell’s Coffee 
Rooms or at Albert Hall, they were typically addressed by a crowd of speakers before 
being bolstered by supper and rousing performances from the Forward Movement 
choir.18
14 Henry Cordeaux left Murtho soon after he arrived because his wife refused to join him there: L K  Kerr, 
‘Communal Settlements in South Australia in the 1890s’, MA Thesis, University of Melbourne, 1952, vol 1, 
115. On Charles Smith, see Elsie Gilmour to Elizabeth George, 29 April 1945, Elsie Birks Papers, 5. On 
Walter Birks, see Kerr, ibid., 116.
15 Gilmour to George, 29 April 1945, Elsie Birks Papers, 1.
16 For example, in 1898 the socialist / feminist May Hickman spoke o f the need for her male comrades to 
recognise “women’s place in the forward movement”. Hickman, cited in Joy Damousi, Women Come Rally: 
Socialism, Communism and Gender in A ustralia, 1890—1955, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1994, 37; cf 
exchange o f views between editors o f the Sydney and Queensland Worker over the ‘Forward Movement’: 
WGH, ‘Editorial Mill, Worker (Queensland), 14 April 1894, 4.
17 Scates, A  New Australia, 100-9; Verity' Burgmann, 'In Our Time’: Socialism and the Rise of Labor, 1885—1905, 
George Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1985, 147; Jim Moss, Sound of Trumpets: History of the Labour Movement in 
South A ustralia, Wakefield Press, Netley: South Australia, 1985, 177; J H Mellowship, ‘New Australia: A  
South Australian Chapter’, BA Hons Thesis, University of Adelaide, 1960, 2—4.
18 Anon., ‘The Reform Conference’, Register, 26 September, 1893. See single tax gatherings reported in 
Pioneer, 2 April 1892, 95; 20 August 1892, 177; 10 December 1892, 238; Anon., ‘Land reform campaign’, 
Voice, 1 June 1894.
180
Forward Movement members usually combined an interest in the single tax, in labourist 
or Fabian-cum-Chrisdan socialist reform, and in the women’s suffrage. They were also 
concerned with an overhaul of the parliamentary and electoral systems. In Gladstonian 
style, they saw themselves as representatives of the ‘masses against the classes’, seeking to 
purge the influence of landed money from parliament. They excoriated the plural voting 
system, which gave multiple votes to those who owned land in multiple electorates. They 
also pressed for a system of proportional representation (one of Catherine Helen 
Spence’s consuming passions), arguing that without it the electoral system violated the 
rights of “true citizens”.19 In spite of their commitment to democratic reform and 
Gladstonian rhetoric, however, these people distanced themselves from respectable 
liberals by denouncing ‘the Law’, the organised Church, ‘Philanthropy’ and the ‘Fat Man’. 
The most radical amongst them also tended to be Primitive Methodists who accepted 
“Communism as an integral part of the Christian teaching”.20
It was common for involvement in the Forward Movement to be a family affair. James 
Zimri Sellar was a keen land radical, and his daughter Eva Sellar joined him as a soloist at 
single tax and women’s suffrage socials. Marion Liston was one of the daughters of the 
land radical William Liston, one of the founders of the South Australian Land 
Nationalization Society at Kapunda in 1884. In late 1895, she married Tom Walker, and 
went to live with him at Murtho. L E Saunders and A T Saunders were both attendees of 
Adelaide’s Democratic Club, a favoured haunt of men in the Forward Movement. Emily 
and Cornelius Proud were what we might now call a ‘power couple’ in the Movement; so 
were John and Anne Sibbald.'1
19 See E Anstey’s speech for a land radical function, in which he spoke o f the importance o f women’s 
suffrage, o f ‘one man one vote’, and o f the ‘Hare-Spence’ system, a term often used to refer to Spence’s 
adaptation of a proportionally representative electoral system developed by the Bridsh political theorist, 
Thomas Hare. Spence herself called her proposed system ‘effective voting’, and pursued the matter with 
her characteristic vim throughout her activist career. E Anstey, cited in Anon., ‘Land reform campaign’, 2; 
Catherine Helen Spence, Effective Voting. A ustralia’s Opportunity. An Explanation of the Hare System of 
Representation, Adelaide, 1898; C H Spence, An Autobiography, ed. Jeanne Young, Libraries Board o f South 
Australia, Adelaide, 1975, 79—82, 88—90; David Headon, ‘No weak-kneed sister: Catherine Helen Spence 
and “pure democracy’”, in Helen Irving, ed., A  Woman’s Constitution? Gender and History in the Australian 
Commonwealth, Hale & Iremonger, Sydney, 1996, 44—50.
20 George Napier Birks to Fred Birks, 4 August 1894, Helen Chartier Papers, Mortlock Library, PRG 
263/1, 4; Anon., ‘Land reform campaign’, 2; Letter from unnamed Murtho settler to Walter Head, Worker, 
27 October 1894; Harry Taylor, ‘Is communism possible?’, Renmark Pioneer, 30 November 1917 (reprint o f 
1905 Bulletin article).
21 On J Z Sellar, see Observer, 11 January 1890, 75; Voice, 30 December 1892; re Eva Sellar, see Anon., 
‘Land reform campaign’. On Marion Liston, see Birks to Vivian, 24 August 1895, in ‘Recollections’, 74; cf 
South Australian index to births, deaths and marriages, confirming Eva Sellar as James Zimri’s daughter, 
and Marion as William Liston’s daughter. On the Saunders, see a report o f a speech given by L E Saunders
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More than any other, the Forward Movement was shot through with the name of Birks, 
much like a piece of silk in George Napier’ Birks’s fancy goods-and-drapery store. Walter 
and his wife Jemima had been devoted attendees of Hugh Gilmore’s Primitive Methodist 
church in North Adelaide before the latter’s death in late 1891. They had joined Gilmore 
in meetings of the local Single Tax League and the Society for the Study of Christian 
Sociology, and continued to attend these after he died. George Napier Birks, his wife 
Helen, and their extended family had also been part of Gilmore’s extended circle. In 
1893, they left for New Australia with other members of the Forward Movement.2' 
Helen Birks’s sister Rosetta (‘Rose’) was one of the Woman’s Suffrage League’s foremost 
campaigners in the early 1890s. Rose had married one of her brothers-in-law, Charles 
Birks, the wealthy owner a department store in Adelaide. He shared her interest in 
women’s suffrage and moral reform.23
Whilst Charles was the wealthiest of the Birks brothers, John Napier Birks, the youngest, 
was the most energetic. He was a member of the Port Adelaide Democratic Association 
and of the United Labor Party. (Immediately before going to Murtho, he had taken part 
in the 1894 elections as a Labor candidate, but had failed to win his seat). Throughout 
1893 and early 1894, ‘JNB’, as he was sometimes called, set himself on a punishing tour 
of South Australia’s country towns. Customarily, he would give a lecture for the Single 
Tax League in the local temperance hall. Later, he would walk up the road to the nearest 
Nonconformist chapel and give a sermon as a lay preacher there.24
In forming Murtho, its members aimed to follow “after the communistic style”. Personal 
possessions brought to the settlement were to remain the property of the individuals 
who brought them. Each individual or family was also to be allocated a small plot on
to the Democratic Club in late 1894, cited in Pat and Brian Glenie, Murtho Village Settlement 1894—1900: 
New A ustralia on the Murray, Renmark / Paringa Cal Lai Historical and Preservation Society, Paringa, 1994, 
10; Scates, A  New Australia, 23, 130; cf comments made by A  T Saunders on the Birks family, cited in 
Anon., ‘Birks Family Tree and Notes’, Chartier Papers, PRG 263/8. On the Prouds, see Spence, An 
Autobiography, 79, 97; Cornelius Proud, ‘How women’s suffrage was won in South Australia’, Review of 
Reviews, 20 January 1895, 28—30; Scates, A  New A ustralia, 17, 106-8, 130. On the Sibbalds, see Mellowship, 
‘New Australia’, 11, 17; Gavin Souter, A  Peculiar People: The Australians in Paraguay, Sydney University7 Press, 
Sydney, 1981,28.
22 On the Birks at New Australia, see Souter, A  Peculiar People, 134; cf correspondence from George Napier 
and Helen Birks to family members in Adelaide, Chartier Papers, PRG 263/1 and PRG 263/2; and 
extensive material in the Birks Family Papers, Mitchell Library7, ML MSS 2732.
23 Anon., ‘Birks Family Tree and Notes’; Helen Jones, In Her Own Name: A  Histoiy of Woman in South 
A ustralia ¥ mm 1836, Wakefield Press, Netley7, 1986, 94.
24 See reference to ‘JNB’, his defeat in the South Australian elections, and interest in village settlement, in 
George Napier Birks to Fred Birks, 4 August 1894, Chartier Papers, PRG 263/1, 4; Scates, A  New 
Australia, 102, 104; I roice, 20 July 1894; 31 August 1894.
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which to build a house and garden. Everything else was to be considered the property of 
the community. The men were to work the land communally eight hours a day, although 
in the beginning they worked very much longer than this. Any produce from these 
labours were firsdy to be used to feed and support all members of the community. Any 
remaining profit was then to be divided equally between all adult members. If anyone 
earned an income at Murtho (the government salary paid to Elsie Birks as Murtho’s 
teacher, for example), it was to be paid into communal coffers.
Under the government’s village setdement scheme, the Murtho Co-operadve was lent 
£50 per member from public funds, a figure which in its case applied to both sexes. In 
late 1895, it was increased to £100 in late 1895. Upon joining the Co-Operadve, each 
single man or couple also contributed what they could. In some cases, this was as litde as 
£4 10s.; in others, as much as £130.25 The monies obtained through these means were to 
be spent on farming equipment and supplies, on domestic goods and food, on the 
occasional holiday for members, on doctors’ fees, outings to Renmark, and so forth, until 
the community was able to generate its own income.
With their emphasis on ‘cooperative communalism’, Murtho’s residents drew a self- 
conscious link between their own initiative and that of utopian communities overseas. 
“We had a good number of books and pamphlets, dealing with American Cooperative 
Societies, all of which had something in common with our own little community”, Elsie 
Gilmour (nee Birks) was to remember. Murtho’s members would have been well-versed 
in the details of William Kinsey Owen’s Pacific City community in Topolabampo, 
Mexico. They wrould also have known about the Shakers, Oneidans, Icarians, and various 
Fourierite experiments in America.26 If a stray reference in a book of newsclippings is 
correct, they may even have been personally acquainted with Evacustes Phipson, one­
time secretary of the Land Nationalization Society in Britain, and a later member of 
Kinsey Owen’s community. Phipson is rumoured to have lived in South Australia for a
25 H J Einnis, “Village settlements on the River Murray’, Royal Geographical Society of A ustralasia (South 
A ustralia Branch) Proceedings 60, 1959, 96; Evidence o f John Shackleford, ‘Report of the Renmark and River 
Murray Settlements Commission’, SAPP, no 37, 1900, 74 (hereafter referred to as ‘1900 Report’); Murtho 
Co-Operative Village Association, Memorandum of Association and Rules.
26 Elsie Gilmour, ‘Memoirs, 1894—1897’, Elsie Birks Papers, reproduced in ‘Recollections’, 59.
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period before heading to Mexico. He may also have been involved in attempts to begin a 
Murtho-style single tax community in the colony sometime in the early 1880s.27
Murtho was first setded in May 1894 by six men. These were: Henry Cordeaux, Charles 
Smith, Abe Gellert, L E Saunders, John Shackleford and E Pitt (the latter two described 
by Scates as “old friends in the struggle for social reform”.)28 Erskine Gilmour, George 
Dix, George Anderson, Walter Birks, Tom Walker and others came soon afterwards. In 
October, John Napier Birks joined them, following on the heels of his defeat as a Labor 
candidate in the elections. Under the terms of the Co-Operadve’s lease from the 
government, these men were obliged to appoint a ‘Board’ from amongst themselves. The 
Board was supposed to be a five-member management committee responsible for the 
supervision of labour and finances on the settlement.
Unlike similar bodies at other village settlements, Murtho’s Board was litde more than a 
formality in the community’s earlier days. “From the start we all desired that every one’s 
wish should be consulted as far as possible”, one of the men told the Weekly Herald, a 
labour paper. At first, the men had simply held a meedng every night in which each 
worker volunteered for a task the following day.29 After a while, these meedngs became 
weekly, with workers settling into more or less routine responsibilities. Walter Birks 
looked after the cows and the milking, carrying the milk in kerosene tins suspended from 
a wooden yoke at his shoulders. John Napier Birks was in charge of the nursery and 
communal vegetable garden. Erskine Gilmour, a former small farmer and grazier, was 
responsible for the sheep and for “the butchering and delivering of meat to each 
household”. “We find that, generally speaking”, Murtho’s correspondent told the Herald, 
“each prefers to do that which he can do best”.30
27 In A Peculiar People, Gavin Souter refers to a short-lived single tax community begun in South Australia 
by Evacustes Phipson in 1881. I first read about this in Airlie Worrall’s thesis on the Australian single tax 
movement. Worrall says she wrote to Souter about his source on Phipson, who in response referred to a 
stray newsclipping in A G Huie’s scrapbooks in the Mitchell Library. Given the lack o f corroborative 
evidence o f the community referred to in Huie’s clipping, it is likely that it was only talked about rather 
than actually begun. This leaves open the possibility that Phipson was living briefly in South Australia 
before he went to Pacific City, however, and that he provided Murtho’s residents with some o f the 
impetus for their own community. See Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, 151; Souter, A Peculiar People, 15. On 
Phipson and his role in the London Land Nationalization Society, see Robert Beevers, The Garden City 
Utopia: A Critical Biography o f E be neger Howard, St Martin’s Press, New York, 1988, 28.
28 Scates, A Hew Australia, 134; Glenie, Murtho Village Settlement, 8.
29 Anon., ‘The Murtho Co-operative Village Association’, Weekly Herald, 8 February 1895; cf Evidence of 
Hooper, ‘Select Committee Report’, 23.
30 Gilmour, ‘Memoirs’, in ‘Recollections’, 58; Joe Dix, Recollections o f  Pioneers o f  Pcenmark, Mortlock Library, 
OH 162(1) (sound recording); ‘The Murtho Co-operative Village Association’, Weekly Herald, 8 February
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Sometime between June and October 1894, the women began to arrive at Murtho. 
Marion and Isobel Gilmour, both in their early twendes, were the first to join. They slept 
in tents beside the rest of the men at night, and by day helped to build the stone cottage 
in which they were to live with their brother Erskine. Loading and carting stones on a 
small horse-drawn wagon, they soon took to wearing bloomers instead of long skirts. 
They also took over the cooking for the men. Once their house was built, the two 
women fed the men at the large table in their dining room.31 Waiting on the men in their 
New Woman knickerbockers, they provided an apt symbol of the inconsistencies that 
Murtho’s inhabitants brought to feminist issues.
When the other women and children arrived, the married men ate with their own 
families. The Gilmour sisters continued to cook for the single men for the next couple of 
years, until their brother married Elsie Birks and they moved into cottages elsewhere on 
the settlement. Murtho’s married women also took over the management of the 
community’s domestic supplies. Meeting together once a week, they drew up a list of 
what everyone needed: flour, butter, currants, oatmeal, hops, eucalyptus oil, needles, 
Burfords soap, baby shoes, and plenty of twill sheeting.3-
1895; c f Evidence of Hooper, ‘Select Committee Report’, 23. The Rules o f Association for some other 
village settlements required members to obey Board representatives and treat them “with respect”. No 
such insistence appeared in the Murtho Rules: Gobbett, ‘South Australian village settlements’, 55.
31 Gilmour, ‘Memoirs’, in ‘Recollections’, 59.
32 Murtho Co-operative Village Association, ‘Minutes o f Board Meetings’, Mortlock Library, SRG 72.
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The dining room in which Murtho’s single men ate, waited on by Marion 
and Isobel Gilmonr, c.1898. By the time this photograph was taken, Elsie 
Gilmour had moved into the house as Erskine’s wife. A picture of the 
Reverend Hugh Gilmore, Primitive Methodist and single taxer, appears in 
the lefthand comer on the wall. Photograph courtesy of State Library of 
South Australia, B63018.
... and  an end
Like other over-ambitious social experiments, Murtho failed. By the late 1890s, with its 
numbers dwindling and debts rising, the community joined the New Australians in 
providing grist for comedy in the conservative press. Only “philanthropic noodles” could 
have expected village settlement to succeed, one Victorian politician told the ArgnsP  An 
“inexplicable craze for all sorts of Utopian chimerae” had washed over the colony, the 
Register reported in South Australia. Thankfully, it now showed every evidence of running 
dry. Others announced triumphantly that Murtho and the other village settlements had 
proved communism a “sham”. Hearing gossip of this sort during a trip to Adelaide, the 
American reformer Henry Demarest Lloyd wrote an account of the movement in Inis
33 Allan McLean, cited in Argus, 19 July 1893, 41.
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travel-memoirs, claiming that Murtho’s “communistic features were dropped in three
weeks”.34
Demarest Lloyd’s comment about Murtho was obviously exaggerated. It was certainly 
the case, however, that enthusiasm for communism fell steeply at Murtho during its first 
couple of years. By 1900, George Anderson was the only member left who still opposed 
an individualistic system, and he wanted to continue on the basis of a cooperative rather 
than ‘communistic’ plan. By that time, very few of the sixty residents once living at 
Murtho still remained. The Birks clan had packed up and gone its separate ways over the 
past two years. Elsie and Erskine Gilmour had left for a farm of their own in New South 
Wales. The others had gone back to their respective haunts and occupations in North 
and Port Adelaide. L E Saunders had also returned as a shopkeeper to Adelaide.1' The 
Dixes, Shacklefords, Smiths, and Andersons were all that were left of the community’s 
earliest participants, and they were to leave shortly afterwards. In mid-1900, the South 
Australian government terminated the Murtho Co-Operative’s lease, ending it along with 
the rest of the Murray village settlements.36
To those sympathetic to the Murtho experiment, the failure of the community said 
nothing at all about the practicability of ‘communism’. According to the single taxer 
Harry Taylor, for example, Murtho’s demise provided no proof about communism either 
way, “for the conditions [on the settlement] were too severe for even individualism to 
survive under”.3 Though they were not as dire as on many other village settlements, 
conditions faced by Murtho’s residents were certainly hard to endure. Rabbits, crows and 
drought played havoc with their crops and fruit-trees. To their immense frustration, their 
rudimentary water-pump continually broke down. Even when water was successfully 
pumped from the river it caused the surface of the soil to cake with salt, and required 
heavy raking in order for plants to grow.3“ For the men, the pressure of micro-managing 
their labour proved arduous. For the women, managing a household and raising children
34 “Wuronga”, ‘The Mount Remarkable settlement’, Advertiser, 21 February 1891; Anon., ‘The village 
settlements —  Communism a failure’, Public Service Review, 10:5, Feb-March 1904, 59—60; Lloyd, cited in 
Kerr, ‘Communal Settlements’, vol 1, 116.
35 Evidence o f George Anderson, ‘1900 Report’, 81; Elsie Birks to J McLellan (an archivist for the State 
Library of South Australia), 26 February 1948, Elsie Birks Papers.
3(1 Evidence o f John Shackleford, George Dix, Charles Smith and George Anderson, ‘1900 Report’, 74—88.
37 Taylor, ‘Is communism possible?’, Retimark Pioneer, 30 November 1917.
38 Gilmour to George, 29 April 1945, 3, Elsie Birks Papers, 6; Gilmour, ‘Memoirs’, in ‘Recollections’, 61; 
Joe Dix, Recollections o f  Pioneers ofRenmark.
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in the bush was nothing short of exhausting. For these reasons alone, it was hard to 
maintain a passion for the ‘communistic style’.
It wasn’t simply bad luck with their crops and water-pump, of course, that led Murtho 
into decline. By the late 1890s, the community’s members were squabbling about how 
best to manage the setdement. These disagreements appear to have been far less 
tumultuous than they were on some other village setdements. Certainly, there are no 
reports of violent struggles or of women deprived of radons as at Waikerie or 
Byrnestown. Nonetheless, the quarrelling was enough to provoke Erksine Gilmour, his 
young wife Elsie, and their new baby to leave sometime during 1898. There “were a lot 
of arguments”, Joe Dix remembered of his time as a young boy at the setdement. “I 
thought if one man could make a living so many men living together could make it 
better”, his father George said of his decision to come to Murtho. “I did not know 
human nature then as I know it now”.39
The ‘hum an fam ily’, and  those beyond its  p a le
The main account of Murtho still extant is contained in a series of letters and 
reminiscences written by Elsie Gilmour (nee Birks). Elsie arrived at Murtho in October 
1894 as a single woman in her early twendes, accompanying her assorted siblings, half­
siblings and her stepmother Anne. For a brief period before this, she had considered 
joining her brother Frank in Paraguay, who, along with various cousins, her aunt Helen 
and uncle George, had gone to New Australia.4" She had finally decided on Murtho, no 
doubt influenced by the fact that the Education Department was prepared to pay her to 
run a school at the setdement. Over the ensuing years, she wrote numerous letters from 
Murtho to a close friend, Blanch Vivian, her former teacher in North Adelaide. She also 
briefly kept a diary recording her arrival at the community. Later, as an old woman, she 
recorded her memoirs of Murtho at the urging of the writer, Elizabeth George.
If you didn’t know about Murtho’s decline and collapse, it would be easy to come away 
with a rose-tinted vision of the community from Elsie’s writings. In both her 
contemporary and retrospective accounts, Murtho rears up from the page as a place of 
loveliness and romance. “You are right, the work and pleasures of the life on the River
39 Dix, ibid.; Evidence o f George Dix, ‘1900 Report’, 81.
40 Frank Birks to Anne Birks, 10 January 1894, John Napier Birks Papers, Mortlock Library, PRG 1343, 3.
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were indeed enchanting to us young people”, she wrote to Elizabeth George in the 
1940s. “The little Murtho folks do enjoy life. They wander about ... [having] a splendid 
time”, she wrote decades earlier to Miss Vivian.41 Coming to Murtho, she continued, was 
nothing short of “a big and joyous adventure”. Disembarking with trepidation on the 
river-beach, scrambling up a winding path to the settlement, she and her family had been 
full of “the bewildering yet exciting feeling at going right away from all we know, to find 
the newr and unexplored”.42
I have been enchanted by Elsie Birks’ account of Murtho ever since first encountering it. 
There is something so endearingly unassuming and idealistic about the way that she looks 
at the world, underpinned by the belief that “inherent good in human nature is not all a 
myth”. The letters Miss Vivian sent her at Murtho no longer exist, but it is evident that 
they gushed about Elsie’s courage and fortitude, expressing surprise that she should be 
happy in the community’s rough conditions. “I am happy, very — as indeed I ought to 
be”, Elsie replied, what with everyone “conspiring to take the hard and give me the 
pleasant side of life”. “As to courageous”, she added modestly, “well that depends on the 
state of the weather”.43
Since reading Maggie Mackellar’s Core o f  My Heart, My Country (2004), my appreciation of 
Elsie’s memoirs and letters has intensified. Mackellar could easily have woven the 
experiences of Elsie Birks into her own work on the bodily relationship between non- 
indigenous women and the land. Elsie’s account of life at Murtho is full of details as to 
how quietly daring it felt to be a woman learning to riding a horse astride, to be 
swimming every evening in the river, and to be running about daily on the “steep cliff 
paths” wearing bloomers instead of a skirt. (Urged by “the Misses Gilmour”, her future 
sisters-in-law% Elsie took to wearing a pair of bloomers with detachable skirt soon after 
her arrival at Murtho). It was precisely this kind of detail which interested Mackellar so 
much in Core o f  My Heart.44 The quiet lyricism of Mackellar’s work also echoes Elsie’s 
own.
41 Gilmour to George, 22 July 1945, Elsie Birks Papers, 1; Birks to Vivian, 24 August 1895 and 18 October 
1895, in ‘Recollections’, 75, 78.
42 Birks to Vivian, 1 June 1895, in ibid., 65.
43 Birks to Vivian, 18 October 1895, in ibid., 80.
44 Gilmour to George, 29 April 1945, in ibid., 8. See, for example, Mackellar’s discussion of women and 
horse-riding in Core o f  My Heart, My Country: Women’s Sense o f  Place and the Land in Australia and Canada, 
Melbourne University Press, Carlton, 2004, 125—66.
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Whilst being enthralled by Elsie Birks’s account, I have nonetheless, for reasons already 
intimated, been deeply suspicious of it. A great many arguments evidendy took place at 
the community — Elsie would eventually leave because of them. Very litde sense of this 
appears, however, in either her memoirs or letters. Everything she writes about Murtho 
has instead a sofdy exquisite quality, as intricately rendered as the blossoms outside her 
window in spring: “just a mass of delicate white and pale green at present”.43 Elsie wrote 
of the Murtho community as “a family”, and her account continually emphasises the 
conviviality and fellow-feeling that existed between its members. Even when she 
recorded people leaving the settlement, she wrote of the sadness she felt at their going, 
not of the quarrels that preceded it. “Several of our members have lately left (mostly due 
to depression, resulting from our poor harvest)”, she confided in Miss Vivian in February 
1897. “...We do miss them, too, not hearing the familiar whistle about the place, or the 
cheery good-morning, when passing them at work, or the ready joke or fun”.4r>
Far too much has been written about the distortions of memory and nostalgia, of race 
and gender and other things besides, for an account such as Elsie’s not to attract 
suspicion. Obviously, we cannot take for granted that her description of the Murtho 
community as ‘a family’ was shared in equal measure by others at the settlement. The 
social composition of Murtho was varied, encompassing exactly the sort of ‘trans-class’ 
mix to which the single taxers sought to appeal. In spite of what I said earlier about the 
community being a pack of shopkeepers, it was in fact considerably more socially diverse 
than this. Amongst others, the shop-owning and school-teaching Birks were joined at 
Murtho by three farming families, an accountant, a retired ship’s captain and his 
boarding-housekeeper wife, an engineer, a gardener, a ‘general hand’ and several skilled 
tradesmen (a cabinet-maker, bricklayer, engine fitter, stone-cutter, and plasterer).4 The 
variety of socioeconomic positions contained within this group made itself evident in a 
number of ways on the settlement. The Birks, for example, used some of the money they 
had acquired from selling their businesses to build stone cottages with French windows 
and “capacious verandahfs]”. When Jemima Birks came to the settlement, she brought a 
piano and a roll of linoleum with her, both things no other family possessed. Nor did 
other people have houses as comparatively well-appointed as the Birks’s: indeed, some of
45 Birks to Vivian, 5 October 1894, in ‘Recollections’, 63.
46 Birks to Vivian, 27 February 1898, in ibid., 87.
47 Evidence of Hooper, ‘Select Committee Report’, 18; Gilmour to George, 29 April 1945, Elsie Birks 
Papers, 5.
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the single men spent their whole time there in tents. “It wasn’t quite true communism”, as 
Joe Dix remembered of the settlement, “in that some of the people that did have more 
were able to build better homes than the others”.48
Since John Napier Birks continued to send an allowance to his son Frank in New 
Australia throughout the 1890s, it may be assumed that his family either kept money or 
an external source of income for themselves during their time at Murtho. John Napier 
Birks also continued to involve himself in duties outside the settlement. His role as a 
Justice of the Peace took him regularly to Renmark. He travelled there intermittently on 
speaking engagements, and also visited other village settlements on the Murray to lecture 
on “Election Matters”.4'4 We do not know whether other people at Murtho resented the 
relative status and freedom this gave him, but it is likely that it incited some measure of 
jealousy.
Elsie Birks’ notion of Murtho as a united family on the river banks is based on another 
crucial fiction: that of the Murray lands as the public estate. Not even for a moment does 
she appear to have questioned her community’s rights, as members of ‘the people’, to 
occupy the land. This was the case even though the Murtho land would almost certainly 
have been used by local indigenous peoples immediately prior to the arrival of her 
community there. Just upstream from Murtho, in fact, a group of Aboriginal people 
visited the village settlement of Waikerie during the mid-1890s. The members of this 
group asked the Waikerie settlers for food, and were duly given sugar and tobacco. 
Perhaps also they were given the camp-oven bread and rancid butter that everyone ate at 
Waikerie (“if you are an epicurean don’t join a village settlement”, warned a reporter who 
had experienced them firsthand). Whatever they received, the visitors took it away with 
them and did not return.3"
That indigenous people came as beggars to a settlement where they had fished or 
gathered food themselves is a telling reminder of the single taxers’ myopia when they 
spoke of representing the ‘human family’.31 Before Murtho was founded, the South
48 Birks to Vivian, 5 July 1895, in ‘Recollections’, 73; Joe Dix, Recollections of Pioneers of Renmark.
49 Frank Birks to John Napier Birks, 16 September 1894, John Napier Birks Papers, 1; Murtho Co­
operative Village Association, ‘Minutes of Board Meetings’, 25 April 1896.
50 Jean Nunn, Histo/y of Waikene: Gateway to the Riverland, Waikerie Historical Society, Waikerie: South 
Australia, 1994, 67; “Wuronga’, ‘The Mount Remarkable settlement’.
51 Ernest Suffolk cites a white settler whose father lived at Waikerie prior to the village settlement being 
formed there. This settler’s father had sunk a well on the land which local Aboriginal people referred to as
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Australian parliament had suggested that some of the village settlements should be 
formed on Aboriginal reserves. No one amongst Murtho’s then prospective members 
objected to this possibility. Village settlements did not end up being formed on 
Aboriginal people’s reserves, in part because of the spirited opposition of John Angas, a 
member of the Legislative Council. It was a “shame to deprive the original owners of the 
soil of their property and give it to strangers”, Angas argued, causing a small uproar 
amongst his fellows in the Council. Significantly, comments of this kind were never made 
by the Georgist community from which Murtho was drawn. The Birks’ friend and fellow 
Georgist D M Charleston even argued in support of the measure, claiming that the 
government would protect the interests of any Aborigines removed from their land.3'
According to the historian Jean Nunn, one of Waikerie’s members was an “American 
Negro” who lived with an Aboriginal woman on the settlement. This is one of the 
fascinating anomalies of history — one of those little particulars that exists outside settled 
norms, and yet attracted little comment from others at the time. At Murtho, L E 
Saunders was Jewish: a difficult thing, surely, in a settlement of such devoted Methodists. 
The approximately sixty remaining villagers appear to have been of unremarkably Anglo 
stock.33
The vision of humanity embraced at Murtho was evidently blinkered, both by race and 
what I shall for convenience call ‘class’. It was also qualified by gender. As Elsie says 
herself, the enjoyment she experienced at the settlement came in part from the fact that 
she was a young single woman when she first arrived there. “To my step-mother I 
imagine it must have been a nightmare”, she later wrote to Elizabeth George. In order to 
come to Murtho, Anne Birks had left “a comfortable twelve-roomed house at 
Woodville..., where a maid was always kept and a ‘wash-lady’ came weekly”. Her new 
quarters on windswept hillside by the Murray comprised three rooms: a place to cook, a 
place to sit and eat, and a place to sleep. There was no bathroom or laundry. With a 
brood of children and step-children under ten, including several toddlers and a baby;
‘Marangana’ during the 1880s. Indigenous people were thus familiar with the land later cleared and 
populated by the village settlers, and had most probably used or lived in the area right up until the village 
settlers’ arrival on the land. I am guessing here, but it may well have been a group of these people who 
came visiting the Waikerie settlers in the mid—1890s. Ernest H Suffolk, ‘The Avenue o f Shade: Being the 
History o f Waikerie / Founded as a Village Settlement in 1894’, Unpublished manuscript, Waikerie, 1966, 
4.
52 John Howard Angas and D M Charleston, South Australian Parliamentary Debates (SAPD), Legislative 
Council, 1893,3120-1.
53 Nunn, Histoiy o f  Waikerie, 110; Gilmour, ‘Memoirs’.
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with a woodstove to fuel and water only intermittendy pumped from the river; it is little 
wonder that Anne often fainted from exhaustion when she fell into bed of a night.34
Women waiting on men at an unnamed Murray River village settlement, c. 1898 
Photograph courtesy of State Library of South Australia, B62475.
Like other women with children, Anne Birks didn’t have the time to partake of the 
freedoms that Elsie, Marion Walker, the Gilmour sisters and other young women and 
girls enjoyed at Murtho. Neither she nor the other Murtho mothers wore bloomers or 
rode a horse without a side-saddle. Whilst they went to Renmark for the odd lecture or 
sermon, they weren’t likely to have been included in the occasional evening concert trip, 
followed by a moonlit supper on the river-bank with friends from town. Nor, I assume, 
were they part of the alfresco reading-group organised by the Misses Gilmour. Elsie Birks, 
of course, had plenty of responsibilities whilst she was at Murtho. Her letters to Miss 
Vivian contain frequent reports of ‘Babs’, her youngest half-sibling, crawiing onto her lap 
or around her feet as she wrote. She was also Murtho’s only teacher, and at the end of 
the day would take the class for a bath in the river before their evening meal. (After 
marrying Erskine Gilmour, too, she became pregnant with a baby of her own). Unlike 
her stepmother, however, Elsie still had time to talk to the men after dinner. She would 
use this time to ask them about reports of political activities back in Adelaide, to discuss
54 Gilmour to George, 29 April 1945, 1.
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organisations such as Catherine Helen Spence’s Women’s League, and to discourse upon 
the righteousness of George’s theories.33
The fact that Murtho’s married women were involved almost exclusively in domestic 
labours makes it clear that the community’s formal overtures to gender equality did not 
extend very far. Article 6 of the Murtho Co-Operative’s Rules of Association stipulated 
that women were to “rank as members equally with men, and shall vote and be consulted 
equally upon all questions submitted to other members of the association”. Theoretically, 
this meant that women were entitled to attend Board meetings, and even to be elected to 
the Board themselves. In practice, nothing like this occurred. None of the women dealt 
“with the orchards and crops”, as Oscar Hooper (one of Murtho’s then Board members) 
told a parliamentary committee in 1895. They looked after “the family department” 
instead, meeting weekly as a ‘Ladies Committee’.36
At Ladies Committee meetings, Murtho’s women drew up a list of the domestic supplies 
required for the week. Single men were to apply to them for anything they needed. The 
list they compiled had to receive the Board’s approval before the women could purchase 
its contents with Co-operative money. Most of the time this process was simply a 
‘rubber-stamping’ by Board men of the women’s requirements. In September 1895, 
however, the Board returned an awkwardly worded response to one of their lists, 
informing the Ladies’ Committee that the present state of finances did not warrant the 
purchase of Cocoa. The Board also begged to “point out that they anticipate that saving 
in other directions may soon be necessary”. Between the lines here was a certain friction, 
motivated by a belief that the women were not exerting sufficient economy in the face of 
the Co-Operative’s dwindling funds. This friction was made apparent shortly afterwards 
when one of the settlement’s male members asked that the Board take over the Ladies 
Committee’s role. (Evidently, other residents didn’t see that this was necessary, as the 
request was quickly quashed. The Board simply asked the Ladies Committee to give
55 On Elsie Birks’s childminding responsibilities, see Birks to Vivian, 5 October 1894, 24 August 1895, 18 October 1895, in ‘Recollections’, 63, 74—75, 78—80; on evening river-baths with the children, see ibid., 60, and Gilmour to George, 29 April 1945, 6; on her political discussions with men at Murtho, see Birks to Vivian, [no month indicated] 1895, in ‘Recollections’, 64.56 Evidence of Hooper, ‘Select Committee Report’, 20.
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comment on the request, and the Ladies Committee replied — somewhat tersely, 
perhaps — that they “had decided to carry on their meedngs as usual”.)37
Murtho’s Ladies Committee had two other functions. Firstly, it dealt with applications by 
female members for expenses (doctors’ fees, special purchases, holiday leave, and the 
like). Secondly, it adjudicated on any disputes or other issues that arose between them. 
There is little indication as to what these latter applications might have encompassed — 
nothing, in fact, except a few disquieting references which appear in the Board’s Minute 
Book. In October 1895, the Board’s members asked the Ladies Committee “to 
recommend some action with regard to Alice Fleming”, presumably a single woman 
living at Murtho. In November, the Ladies Committee “reported that Alice Fleming 
would be leaving the Settlement about Christmas time and recommended that they be 
authorised to supply to her what they think necessary”. Perhaps this was a guarded 
reference to an unplanned pregnancy on the settlement, conveniently pushed from view 
by persuading Alice Fleming to leave.58
E lsie B irks and  lan d  rad ica l women’s w orld-view
It should be obvious by now that not everyone would have cast their time at Murtho in 
quite the glowing terms that appear in Elsie Birks’s writings. There are a variety of 
reasons which make it problematic to accept her image of the community at face value. I 
am not so much interested here, however, in trying to ‘see through’ the softly-textured 
way in which Elsie speaks of Murtho. I am far more interested in what her account tells 
us about the world-view of land radical women her age. Elsie Birks is in many ways the 
model South Australian Georgist woman. Serious, literary, sexually respectable and 
profoundly religious, she had much in common with the young Eva Sellar, who sang 
‘The Hymn of Poverty’ and recited poetry at land radical and women’s suffrage meetings. 
She also had much in common with the young women who attended Miss Vivian’s 
reading circle in North Adelaide, swapping details about Robert Browning’s poetry and 
addressing each other in affectionate terms (‘Meine treue Freundlm’).37 A similar group of 
young women formed the Women’s Political and Social Crusade in Melbourne in 1895,
57 Murtho Co-operative Village Association, ‘Minutes o f Board Meetings’, 29 February 1896, 21 September 
1895; 3 February 1896; 29 February 1896.
5S Ibid., 19 October and 2 November 1895.
59 Anon., ‘Land reform campaign’, Voice, 1 June 1894, 2; Birks to Vivian, 24 ]une 1895, 5 April 1896, in 
‘Recollections’, 69, 86.
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(a body which supported the single tax and women’s suffrage), the nucleus of which 
came from the Carlton Ladies College.6" In New South Wales, a circle of like-minded 
women also mixed with the poet }ohn Farrell. Among them were the romantic Miss 
Hebblewhite, the poetry-loving music teacher, Mrs Dobbie, and Mary Gilmore, poet and 
ex-participant in the New Australia venture.61
The tone which Elsie Birks adopts in her writing tells us volumes about female single 
taxers’ aspirations and outlook on society. These were women held to a quiet belief in the 
perfectibility of society, in spite of manifest evidence to the contrary. Elsie kept up a 
determined attempt to see the best in everything at Murtho, for example: ‘I am happy — 
very, as indeed I ought to be’. “It saddens one to think what a lot of trouble there is in 
this funny old world”, she wrote to Miss Vivian in February 1897:
It sometimes seems altogether too complex a problem to ever be solved; as 
if the big tangle of thread never could be straightened. VXTat infinite 
patience God must have with his creation; I should think he would feel like 
giving a big earthquake shock every time we do what we ought not, until 
we all learn to live rightly.62
Elsie Birks’s account also gives us a sense of the contradictions and tentative feelings 
many single tax women must have experienced, steeped in the rhetoric of first-wave 
feminism but still remaining unsure how to embrace it in their lives. She and some of the 
other young women found it embarrassing as well as liberating to do away with their long 
skirts on the settlement. “Our greatest w’orry”, she remembered in later life, “was the 
showing of so much leg, in its black woollen stocking”.63 If my guess is right, and Alice 
Fleming was an unmarried pregnant woman at Murtho, they would no doubt have 
regarded this as deeply disturbing and embarrassing. Marriage was not an institution 
these women questioned. ‘Free love’ was anathema. Elsie’s aunt Rose Birks had been 
involved in moral reform work and the ‘rescue’ of prostitutes back in Adelaide during the 
1880s. Neither Elsie nor her immediate peers, however, shared the focus of other
60 Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, 117.
61 See account given by Farrell by ‘A  Personal Friend’ in the New Idea, excerpted in Bertram Stevens, 
‘About John Farrell’, Mitchell Library, C327 (pencilled note by Stevens suggests that it was written ‘Miss 
Hebblewhite, Goulburn’); Mary Gilmore, Untitled typescript o f lecture given on John Farrell to Lawson 
Society c.1940, John Farrell Papers, Mitchell Library, ML MSS 1551/1 Item 2.
62 Birks to Vivian, 5 October 1894, 18 October 1895, 27 February 1897, in ‘Recollections’, 62, 80, 87.
63 Elsie Gilmour, ‘Memoirs’, in ibid., 61; Gilmour to George, 29 April 1945, 8.
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feminists such as Rose Scott and Louisa Lawson on quesdons of sexuality and 
reproduction/’4
Elsie’s account also exhibits the contradictions involved in a young woman’s attempt to 
adopt ‘advanced’ political opinions, excited by the fact that such a possibility was open to 
her, but not yet having found the courage to do so without male guidance. She was keen 
to find out more about the Woman’s League established by Catherine Helen Spence and 
her niece, with its brief to educate women politically. At the same time, however, she still 
looked to the older men in her community for advice on politics and public affairs. “Not 
being able to get at Father for a few days”, she wrote after hearing of a particular event 
back in Adelaide, “I asked another gentleman, whose opinion I respect”.63
The fact that a gendered division of labour was stricdy observed at Murtho is further 
evidence that its members struggled to apply the message of first-wave feminism. The 
prim formality and awkwardness of the Board’s exchanges with the Ladies Committee 
about finances has the stamp of a group of men anxious not to sound too overweening in 
the exercise of their masculine authority. As Patricia Grimshaw has noted, the socialist 
writers for the Tocsin in Melbourne exhibited some of the same awkwardness on the 
‘woman question’; the same sense of gesturing towards the ideal of gender equality 
without wanting to take it too far/'6 So too did much of the utopian fiction of the day. A 
great deal of the utopian literature produced in the 1880—90s assumed that women’s 
emancipation would be achieved through lightening the burden o f ‘their’ domestic duties. 
In the utopian future described in William Morris’ News From Nowhere (1890), for 
example, women still concerned themselves primarily with cooking and child-rearing, but 
felt themselves to be ‘free’ because their domestic labours were shared. Murtho’s various 
books and pamphlets ‘dealing with American co-operative societies’ may well have 
contained versions of the same belief. Fourierite and other American cooperative
64 Jones, In Her Own Name, 118; Susan Sheridan, The Woman's \roice on sexuality’, in Susan Magarey, Sue 
Rowley and Susan Sheridan, eds, Debutante Nation: Feminism Contests the 1890s, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 
1993, 114—124. I note, however, that Maty Moore-Bentley, a single tax woman from New South Wales, 
exhibited a concern to control male sexuality in her utopian novel, A  Woman On Mars, Or A ustralia’s 
Enfranchised Woman (1901): Gillian Whitlock, ‘1901/1933: From eutopia to dystopia’, in Kay Ferres, ed., 
The Time To Write: Australian Women Writers 1890—1930, Penguin, Ringwood, 1993, 169—74.
65 Birks to Vivian, [no month indicated] 1895, in ‘Recollections’, 64.
66 Grimshaw argues that the Tocsin was particularly uncertain o f its views when it came to questions o f 
“women’s sexuality”, o f prostitution and the relationship o f domestic violence to class issues. The possible 
embarrassment within the Murtho community about pregnancy out o f wedlock suggests that the 
community’s members felt a very similar uncertainty on these issues. Patricia Grimshaw, ‘The “equals and 
comrades of men”?: Tocsin and the “woman question’”, in Magarey et al, Debutante Nation, 113.
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communities often placed an emphasis on shared ‘women’s work’. Accounts of these 
communities would no doubt have influenced Murtho’s approach to its division of 
labour/'7
In my third chapter, I talked about land radical women’s attempt to reinscribe the 
rhetoric of brotherhood in order to extend it to their own concerns. This process is 
clearly at work in Elsie Birks’s account of Murtho. Significantly, the account presents 
‘women’s work’ as a field in which brotherhood could be expressed. Throughout her 
letters to Miss Vivian, Elsie foregrounded the efforts that the settlement’s mothers took 
to alleviate their domestic grind. When she and Anne first arrived at Murtho with the 
small Birks children, their (female) “friends” were all “very kind”, she wrote, “asking us 
all out for the first few meals, or sending a freshly caught and cooked craw-fish or a dish 
of hot muffins for breakfast, or a bit of camp-oven bread”.
A few years later, Elsie was still emphasising the fact that at Murtho they “arrange[d] 
things... for each other’s convenience”. If someone wanted to leave Murtho, she said — 
“for instance one of the mothers has to go for a week to be under a Doctor’s care” — 
the other mothers would look after their children. In summer, all the children ate their 
tea together of an evening, and at communal acdvities the women looked out for each 
other’s offspring. “After an enjoyable evening”, Elsie continued, “all disperse and go in 
search of stray children, or find someone has popped them into bed. It is quite amusing 
the number of children that get scattered about a house where a ‘general meeting’ or a 
sociable gathering is held”. The mothers would pick fruit together at harvest time, she 
added, letting their children run about them as they worked. Cakes for special occasions 
would be cooked with “ingredients by contribution”, and at picnics, each family wrould 
similarly contribute something to the meal/'8
67 William Morris, News From Nowhere, Or A n Epoch of Rest, in News From Nowhere and Other Writings, ed. 
Clive Wilmer, Penguin, London, 1998, 93—94. For a discussion o f cooperative housekeeping carried out by 
women at many o f the American Fourierite, Oneidan and Shaker communities, see Dolores Hayden, Seven 
American Utopias: The Architecture of Communitarian Socialism, 1790—1975, MIT Press, Camrbidge: 
Massachusetts, 1976, 25, 225, 274; cf Carol Kolmerten’s discussion of the collective ‘women’s work’ 
carried out at Owenite communities in the 1820—30s in America: Carol A Kolmerten, Women in Utopia: The 
Ideology of Gender in the American Utopian Communities, Indiana University Press, Bloomington, 1990, 80—83.
68 Birks to Vivian, 5 July 1895, 30 May 1897, 14 October 1895, in ‘Recollections’, 73, 91, 78.
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A communal picnic at Waikerie village settlement, the sort of event prized 
by Elsie Birks at Murtho, c.1898. Photograph courtesy of State Library of 
South Australia, B34026.
Through constant references to women’s collaboration on the settlement, Elsie’s 
intention was to highlight the fellow-feeling they felt for one another. Whether or not the 
women actually cherished such feelings is not something we will ever know. What we do 
know is that Elsie Birks wanted this to be the case, and prized anything which appeared to 
indicate it. In this, she was like many other land radicals. As an unorthodox Primitive 
Methodist-cum-single taxer, she was drilled in the importance of loving one’s “sisters and 
brethren”.69 Her whole family had been part of the circle which surrounded the 
Reverends Hugh Gilmore, J Day Thompson, Charles Bright, G E Rowe and other 
Georgist Methodists back in Adelaide, all of whom preached the brotherhood of man.70 
Every Sunday morning at Murtho, she and other members of the community gathered at 
her aunt and uncle’s house to hear this message reiterated. Walter Birks read aloud from 
the sermons of J Day Thompson or Hugh Gilmore, each of which said something to say 
about ‘apprehending the fatherhood of God through the brotherhood of man’.71 Elsie 
had evidendy internalised this message. Certainly, she revered Gilmore, exhibiting a 
framed picture of him in her dining room upon her marriage to Erskine Gilmour.
69 Anon., ‘Single Tax League of South Australia. Annual Meeting’, Pioneer, 10 December 1892, 238.
70 In George Napier Birks’ letters from New Australia, he often asks to be remembered to William Liston, 
Reverend Charles Bright, and Reverend J Day Thompson, saying that he missed “the public worship and 
social intercourse of old”. George Napier Birks to Fred Birks, 4 August 1894, and to ‘Nelly’ Birks, 7 
August 1894, Chartier Papers.
71 Gilmour, ‘Memoirs’, in ‘Recollections’, 59.
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As Gillian Whitlock and coundess others have noted, first-wave feminism was concerned 
with the attempt to link “ public and personal politics” . Early feminists such as Vida 
Goldstein claimed that women should join parliament in order to represent ‘the home’ 
and its interests there. English suffragists such as Christabel Pankhurst called for ‘votes 
for women, chastity for men’, linking women’s enfranchisement to the need to gain 
control over men’s sexuality. “First-wave feminism is characterised by this tendency to 
synthesis” , Whitlock tells us, a tendency “ to see in relation to each other things which, by 
tradition, were kept apart”/2
That first-wave feminists exhibited a ‘tendency to synthesis’ gives us a clue as to why 
some of them were attracted to brotherhood rhetoric. As Gilmore and his fellow 
Georgists saw it, the brotherhood of man was a principle which required every member 
o f humanity to cultivate a sense o f responsibility for the next. One showed one’s 
commitment to this principle by loving one’s ‘brothers’ and displaying that love in 
practical ways. The ideal o f brotherhood thus suggested that a better society began with 
the nurturing of fellow-feeling in one’s personal relationships. It could be expressed 
through cooking for a friend or through agitating for the people’s rights; through looking 
after a sick woman’s children or running as a parliamentary candidate to represent those 
in need. This message was right in keeping with the first-wave feminist insistence that 
politics and the ‘home’ were inextricably related. That the Murtho community was 
intended as a microcosm of the ideal life made this melding o f the political and the 
personal more acute. In the tiny society o f Murtho, the utopian politics o f its members 
were necessarily to be played out on an intimate scale.
As I have just suggested, the fact that Elsie portrayed Murtho’s women as supportive o f 
one another was part o f an attempt to inscribe them within the politics o f brotherhood. 
As far as she was concerned, these women were helping to build an ideal vision o f the 
human family by helping each other. It was only later in her life, after she had long been 
married with children o f her own, that she was able to reflect on what a “nightmare” it 
must have been for her stepmother and others. By that time, it was perhaps possible for 
her to see the support networks fostered by Anne Birks and her fellows (communal 
meals for the children, reciprocal child-care arrangements) in a less romantic light. It 
might have occurred to her then that they had not necessarily been seeking to forge a new
72 Whitlock, ‘1901/1933’, 172.
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kind of ‘fraternal’ society though supporting each other. Such measures were also a way 
to survive in the face of the drudgery of ‘woman’s work’ on the land.
Adelaide resident and academic R G Kimber has spoken of the arrival of his mother, 
then known as Miss E G Bleechmore, as Murtho’s teacher in the late 1890s. Miss 
Bleechmore had been sent by the Education Department to take over the running of the 
Murtho school once Elsie Gilmour was married. His mother was terribly anxious to 
make a good impression on John Napier Birks, Kimber says, remembering stories she’d 
told him about it in later life. She had dressed in a “new clean blouse” for the occasion, 
and was greatly embarrassed when it was worn through at the back on the rough coach- 
ride from Morgan to Renmark.74 As a man “with any amount of talking power”, ‘JNB’ no 
doubt believed it was possible to achieve the brotherhood of man by constantly lecturing 
upon it. 4 In the same way, his daughter Elsie had for some time cherished a belief in 
Murtho as a ‘family’, free of class distinction, the sexes united by their pursuit of 
fraternity. Such beliefs would hardly have set Miss Bleechmore at ease wtiien she first 
disembarked in her ripped shirt from the boat from Renmark, blushing with 
embarrassment as she went to shake their hands. Nor could they have assisted Alice 
Fleming, effectively evicted from the community in late 1895. Such incidents remind us 
that the politics of brotherhood was always qualified in practice by the social position 
and gender of those who promoted its possibilities.
73 R G Kimber, ‘Research notes on Miss E G Bleechmore and A L Gordon’, Mortlock Library, D5091(T).
74 cited in Scates, ‘Faddists and Extremists’, 1004.
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L and rad ica l men and  m ultiple m ascu lin ities
Murtho’s men evidently shared Elsie Birks’s belief in the inextricability of politics with 
the ‘private’ realm. Giving evidence about the community to a parliamentary committee, 
Oscar Hooper boasted that communism had been achieved at Murtho. The evidence he 
gave in support of this claim was the fact that the community’s members trusted each 
other. Instead of dividing up rations, the Murtho Co-Operative left its storehouse open 
for anyone to take what they wanted. “We rely on everyone’s honour”, he said, “and the 
trust has not been betrayed”.73 Trusting, sharing and acting ‘honourably’ were key values 
at Murtho, it appears. They were also seen by at least some of its members as the primary 
indicators of their community’s utopian success.
Not long after his return from three years with William Lane in Paraguay, Harry Taylor 
spent a few months living at Murtho. He had come back to South Australia in 1895 to be 
with his family in the wake of his father’s death. In early 1897, he spent a few months at 
Murtho.'6 Later, he was to talk of his time at the community as a period of respite from 
the competitive bustle and demands of ordinary life. He was also to remember William 
Lane fondly (although by no means uncritically). Years after he had left Paraguay, he 
described Lane, in spite of all his faults, as a man with “a very beautiful and winsome 
nature”, for whom he still had feelings of “the tenderest regard”.7' In the mid-1890s, 
Frank Birks wrote letters to his family from Paraguay, making similar claims of his life in 
the cooperative community of Cosme and the tender feelings he had for his friends 
there. “I didn’t expect the rough times and hardships we’ve experienced here”, he 
declared in August 1895, “but... I’d be willing to pass the remainder of my life under the 
same conditions as I’m living now with, of course, the same true friends and undisturbed 
quietness and freedom”.78 This emphasis on quietness, sharing, mutual trust and repose is 
suggestive of a certain kind of masculinity amongst the men involved in (or closely 
associated with) the Murtho experiment. This masculinity has sometimes been crudely
75 Evidence of Hooper, ‘Select Committee Report’, 21.
76 See Birks to Vivian, 30 May 1897, in ‘Recollections’, 91.
77 Taylor, ‘Is communism possible?’, Denmark Pioneer, 30 November 1917.
78 Frank Birks to ‘Uncle’, 22 August 1895, John Napier Birks Papers, 2.
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described as that of ‘Domestic Man’.79 I say ‘crudely’ here, because the links between 
domesticity and masculinity could be inflected with a considerable range of political 
values and meanings. They could also change over time. In Family Fortunes, for example, 
Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall argued that domesticity was the hallmark of middle- 
class masculinity in early to mid-Victorian England. The middle-class Domestic Man 
described in their work was firmly committed to the doctrine of separate spheres 
between the sexes, to the wielding of his authority as the head of his household, and to a 
belief in the value of solid business enterprise, private property, social respectability, and 
a determinedly ‘apolitical’ version of Christianity.80 According to Marilyn Lake, this 
middle-class masculinity was transferred to Australia in the first half of the nineteenth 
century as part of “the cultural baggage of English immigrants”. It was still being 
promoted by Christian organisations, temperance reformers and certain first-wave 
feminists into the late nineteenth century.81
It is obvious that Murtho’s men do not fit the domesticated bourgeois masculinity 
described in Family Fortunes and referred to in Lake’s work. Their embrace of domesticity 
was interwoven with a radical response to the competitive nature of the social system 
under capitalism. It was closely associated with the sentimental and sober socialist ‘mate’ 
idealised by William Lane and other New Australian men. They read labour papers such 
as the Worker, a bush unionist paper edited by their friend ¡ Medway Day in Sydney, the 
motto of which was ‘Defence and Defiance’.82 In spite of this, they still bore features in 
common with the ‘bourgeois’ family man. John Napier Birks could be seen fussing over 
the unpacking of his sideboard mirror upon its arrival at the settlement, in this sense 
resembling any of the suburban men described in Family Fortunes. Walter Birks could also 
be found preparing his Sunday reading of Gilmore’s sermons, discussing with his wife 
lemima the hymns she would play on the piano beforehand. These men also operated as
79 See references to Domestic Man in Marilyn Lake, ‘The politics of respectability: Identifying the 
masculinist context’, in Penny Russell and Richard White, eds, Pastiche I: Reflections on Nineteenth Century 
Australia, Allen & Unwin, St Leonards, 1994, 263—280; and in Whitlock, ‘1901/1933’, 171c74.
80 Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes: Men and Women of the English Middle Class, 1~80— 
1850, (rev. ed.), Routledge, London, 2002, 110—114. I note that in their revised edition o f Family Fortunes, 
Davidoff and Hall have retracted their earlier claim that domesticity was the exclusive preserve o f the 
middle-class. Ibid., xxxi.
81 Lake, ‘The politics of respectability’, 265—66.
82 Anon., ‘Village settlement in South Australia’, Worker (Sydney), 27 July 1895; Anon, (almost certainly J 
Medway Day), ‘A New Australia in Old Australia, Worker, 19 May 1894; cf Anon., ‘The Murtho Co­
operative Village Association’, Weekly Herald, 8 February 1895; cf an enthusiastic reference to Murtho in 
Anon., ‘The village settlements’, Weekly Herald, 25 October 1895.
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if the doctrine of separate spheres was natural and self-evident. They went about their 
business as workers and public speakers and left their wives to look after their many 
children in the home.
There is a still further complexity to the masculinity exhibited by Murtho’s male 
members. They men were village setders as well as serious Methodists, involved in 
manual labour in addition to the armchair study of social questions. Village settlers 
frequendy wrote letters to the press describing themselves as “men... as good as ever trod 
in shoe leather”, giving reports of how busy they were hacking undergrowth or hand- 
ploughing the soil. Labor members who visited the setdements praised their male 
members as “plucky and undaunted”. This same image is also suggested by some of the 
names given to some of the setdements: Reliance, Resolute, Excel Pioneers. Murtho’s 
men promoted themselves in the press in very similar terms. They wrote about 
themselves living off the fruits of the land and the river in defiance of the “Fat Man”. 
They spoke of the “heavy work” carried out on the setdement, enumerating the fields 
they had cleared and sown.11’ Domesticity played no part in this representation of 
themselves. In their newspaper reports, they presented themselves as if there were a 
community of men who lived simply to labour on the land.
Men at Murtho frequently mixed with men from nearby village setdements on the 
Murray as their peers. Not long after the first settlers arrived at Murtho, four men from 
Lyrup came and stayed with them for a few weeks, giving them practical assistance and 
advice on how to make a start on the land. John Napier Birks went to Kingston village 
settlement in early 1896 to lecture on the electoral system, Murtho’s members also 
helped the members of other village settlements celebrate their anniversaries.X4 As I said 
earlier, the currency of these exchanges was talk of crops, scrub-clearance, self­
management, and the ‘unemployed question’, all steeped in a sense of identification with 
the labour movement and a sense of pioneering masculinity.
Murtho men may have been anxious to pass themselves off as hardy ‘workingmen’ to 
their peers and in the press, but this portrayal was not entirely successful. The image of
83 J Brown, ‘Nil Desperandum group’, and Herbert Hardacre, ‘Reliance group’, Worker (Brisbane), 26 May 
1894, 1; Letter from unnamed Murtho settler to W alter Head, published in the Worker (Sydney), 27 
October 1894.
84 Anon., ‘The Murtho Co-Operative Village Association’, Weekly Herald, 8 February 1895; Murtho Co- 
Operative Village Association, ‘Minutes o f Board Meetings’, 28 March and 28 April 1896.
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the pharmacy-owner John Napier Birks at a winnower ‘twelve or fourteen hours a day’ 
had provoked derision in the House of Assembly. Imagining L E Saunders or Henry 
Cordeaux sitting around the campfire with four men from Lyrup, it strikes me that other 
village setders may have laughed at them in the same way. These two white-collar 
workers probably sat there trying not to nurse their axe-blisters too gingerly, their 
muscles aching after the unfamiliar physical work of the day. Their unfamiliarity with 
manual work must have been obvious to other men who had worked as general 
labourers or gardeners, and who had already spent extra months on the land. One gets a 
further sense of this when looking at a photograph of an unnamed Murtho man in the 
fields, taken sometime in 1895. Standing beside a number of young apricot trees, the man 
in this photograph stands primly with his hands at his hips, dressed in a dapper hat and 
well-cut trousers.
Murtho man amongst fruit-trees, c.1895.
Photograph courtesy o f State Library o f South Australia, B50938.
By contrast, pictures of setders at Pyap and Waikerie depict them either as studies in 
shabby nonchalance or in muscular self-possession, in each case looking easier in their 
surrounds than the man from Murtho:
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Detail from photographs of village settlers at Pyap and Waikerie, c. 1898.
Reproduced with permission o f State Library o f South Australia, B 11352 and B34026.
The multiple masculinities in evidence at Murtho may be seen amongst other prominent 
single taxers. John Farrell was remembered by his daughter Olivia, for example, as a 
roustabout ‘working man’ and Bohemian with a penchant for home-brewed beer. He was 
part of the Dawn and Dusk club in Sydney, where a libertarian sexuality was promoted 
and bourgeois wowsers decried. Farrell thus participated in a cultural scene often 
associated with a ‘flight from domesticity’ amongst late Victorian men.83 At the same 
time, however, some of his friends insisted that he was “an intensely domesticated man”. 
Farrell was a “devoted husband and father”, his friend Miss Hebblewhite declared. His 
big hope for the later years of his life had been to be able to “build a little cottage in the 
countryside, so he could end his days in peace and solitude, surrounded by flowers, 
which he passionately loved”.
In a similar vein, the art critic and single taxer Bertram Stevens was part of Australia’s 
bohemian scene towards the end of the 1800s. Like Farrell, he was a member of the 
Dawn and Dusk Club, but was made the object of trenchant criticism from Norman
85 B G Andrews, B G, ‘John Farrell (1851—1904) ’, Australian Dictionary oj Biography (ADB), ed. N B Nairn, A  
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o f a flight from domesticity’ amongst white men in Australia, although at the same time remaining aware o f 
the many exceptions to this broad trend. Stephen Garton, ‘The scales of suffering: Love, death and 
Victorian masculinity’, Social History, 27:1, 2002, 53—54. On the ‘flight from domesticity’ evident amongst 
some men in the late nineteenth century, see John Tosh, A Alan’s Place: Masculinity and the Middle-Class Home 
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Lindsay for his Christian values. According to a more generous Henry Lawson, Stevens 
was “Bohemian at heart”, but “didn’t look the part, and couldn’t speak the lines very 
well”.86 Amongst their peers, single tax men such as Farrell and Stevens were thus seen to 
exist on the margins of acceptable Australian masculinity.8
Bruce Scates has talked about the fact that the Australian labour movement evicted 
‘impostors’ from its ranks in the early to mid-1890s. After the 1894 elections in South 
Australia, he says, the United Trades and Labour Council excluded non-wage earners 
from party preselection. Shopkeepers such as |ohn Napier Birks or stockbroker- 
journalists such as Cornelius Proud could no longer stand as candidates for the United 
Labor Party.88 In other colonies, single taxers involved in the labour movement were 
increasingly decried as “traitors” in the first years of the 1890s. According to the New 
South Wales Labor figure, J D Fitzgerald, the single taxers were “mentally-cross-eyed”. 
Promoting free trade within the protectionist Labor Party, not one of them had “ever 
been able to see clearly”. Georgists were the secret supporters of capital, another 
member declared. As such, they were best described as “contentious cranks” and 
“fraudfs]”.89
The single taxers themselves shifted to the right over the course of the 1890s. When a 
Single Tax League re-formed in Sydney in 1902, it considered itself a determined 
opponent of socialism and sought no rapprochement with Labor figures or feminists. In the 
process, a great deal of the heterogeneity within the movement a decade earlier had 
disappeared. By the early 1900s, lay preaching single taxers such as Frank Cotton had 
dropped the sentimental lilt to their speech, seeking to distance themselves from the
86 Thomas Courtney, ‘An appreciation’, newsclipping in John Farrell Papers, ML MSS 1522/2; “A  
Personal Friend” (Miss Hebblewhite), ‘John Farrell —  A tribute to his memory’, in Stevens, ‘About John 
Farrell’; Ken Stewart, ‘Bertram William Mathyson Francis Stevens (1872—1922)’, ADB, vol 12, 77.
87 There are interesting parallels here between Murtho’s men and John William Springthorpe, the 
sentimental doctor and Charles Strong devotee whose masculinity is explored by Stephen Garton in a 
recent article. Springthorpe made a very public display of grief for his wife when he built an ornate 
mausoleum for her in a Melbourne cemetery. Through this ostentatious display o f grief, Garton tells us, 
Springthorpe crossed the boundaries o f acceptable Australian masculinity. To be acceptably masculine in 
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‘femininity’ it displayed. They were also busy removing much of the collecdvist meaning 
they had brought to liberal concepts such as independence or self-help. Once renowned 
for his “bump of reverence”, by the 1930s Cotton was fashioning himself more simply as 
the purveyor of “plain common-sense”. In a proposal to develop the Northern Territory, 
his sentences were clipped, his tone direct and ‘practical’, a considerable departure from 
his soaring prolixity and overt sentimentality in earlier decades.90
*
The single taxers’ loss of radicalism and heterogeneity in the twentieth century can hardly 
be attributed in its entirety to questions of gender. As I suggested earlier, their shift 
towards a more monovalent politics was due to the fact that they had been unable to find 
a ‘workable sense of political agency’ during the 1890s. Part of this inability ivas 
influenced by the gendered ambiguities within the movement, however: its inability to 
forge an acceptable or homogenous masculinity, and to realise a substantive sense of 
enfranchisement for women.
The wider society had never really been convinced by the masculinities modelled by 
single tax men. Land radical men couldn’t speak the lines of Bohemianism very well, 
their efforts to embrace a pioneering masculinity were laughed at in parliament, and they 
were derided within the Labor Party as ‘frauds’ and ‘cranks’. As time went by, their 
attempt to encompass heterogenous class and gender identities failed even to convince 
themselves. The Murtho experiment was given up at the end of the decade, and the 
single tax movement continued beyond it with a far smaller and more uniformly white 
collar membership.
In the early twentieth century, there was no longer a strong association between the land 
radical movement and feminism. In the early 1890s, women had been attracted to the 
land radicals’ brotherhood politics. They saw its ‘tendency to synthesis’ as compatible 
with the desires of first-wave feminism. By the late 1890s, however, most women had 
realised that land radicalism would never really achieve a transformative synthesis 
between the personal and the political. Nor would it allow women to be emancipated in 
the broadest sense of the term. The Murtho experiment may well have played a part in
90 Frank Cotton, Porkobidni’s Plan: The Development o f  the Northern Territory, Sydney, 1933, 15.
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this realisation. Its grandiloquent gestures to equality between the sexes had been 
attended by a certain amount o f excitement when it was formed. When the community’s 
female members limped back into Adelaide several years later, however, exhausted by 
their drudgery on the land, this would surely have had a debilitating effect on the 
enthusiasm o f their peers for the land radical cause. By that time, the tensions that had 
always been implicit in the single taxers’ desires to embrace first-wave feminism had 
become more apparent. So too had the gap between what they said about gender equality 
and how it was played out in practice.
In spite o f the obvious limitations to the single taxers’ views on gender, Elsie Birks’s 
account allows us to take a more subtle approach to gender issues within 1890s 
radicalism than appears in much gender historiography. In particular, it allows us to 
adopt a more complex interpretation o f the politics o f brotherhood. For Elsie Birks and 
other women like her, conceiving o f ‘women’s work’ as a field o f utopian endeavour was 
an exciting prospect. So was the possibility that women might push at the boundaries of 
conventional bourgeois femininity, wearing different clothes, talking about overtly 
political issues, and participating in ‘trans-class’ relationships. Whilst these efforts to 
challenge gender and social boundaries now appear partial or even misconceived, such 
observations take nothing o f the sense o f adventure they imparted to Elsie and her 
friends at the time.
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Chapter Six
Engineering the Kingdom of God 
Irrigation, Science and the Millennium in Gn de siècle
Australia
To many people there is... a dualism in human life: they lead two lives, 
drawing a hard and fast line of distinction between faith and reason... To get 
rid of this dualism is the great problem of today — to reconcile our religion 
and our science.
Charles Strong, ‘Faith and Reason’1 2
When historian Heather Goodall visited the country around the Darling River in the 
1990s, she talked with people who were profoundly disturbed by the growth of irrigated 
cotton. “The river runs backwards, you know, when they turn on the pumps!”, was 
something she heard from Aboriginal people, white graziers and other residents in 
Bourke, a town in western New South Wales. These people saw the development of 
irrigated agribusiness as something which was throwing the natural order into disarray, 
something which made the Darling itself turn the wrong way around. They also saw it as 
something which threatened their own livelihoods, and with it the social order that had 
existed before the irrigators arrived. Not surprisingly, for the irrigators themselves it was 
precisely the opposite. Far from throwing things into disarray, they believed irrigation 
had brought order to the Darling floodplain. Teamed with satellite observations and up- 
to-the-minute data on the international market, with the advice of chemical experts and 
computer technicians, their experience of irrigation was of the “confident control” it had 
brought over land cultivation."
The imposition of order was what advocates in the late 1800s argued in support of 
irrigation. In October 1893, for example, an International Irrigation Conference was held 
with considerable pomp in Los Angeles. Hoisted above the conference stage was a 
banner which proclaimed: “Irrigation — Science Not Chance”.3 For the conference 
convenors, irrigation was about removing the haphazardness of nature and the
1 Charles Strong, ‘Faith and reason’, Sermon extracted in C R Badger, The Reverend Charles Strong and the 
Australian Church, Abacada, Melbourne, 1971, 256.
2 Heather Goodall, ‘The river runs backwards’, in Tim Bonyhady and Tom Griffiths, eds, Words fo r  Country: 
Landscape and Language in Australia, University of New South Wales Press, Sydney, 2002, 31—33.
3 Donald Worster, Rivers o f  Empire: Water Aridity, and the Growth o f the American West, Pantheon, New York, 
1985, 114; Ian Tyrrell, True Gardens o f  the Gods: Califomian-Australian Environmental Reform, 1880—1930, 
University o f California Press, Berkeley, 1999, 108.
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unevenness of white settlement in country regions. For late Victorian champions of 
science, it was also about creating a more rational society. With a judicious system of 
irrigation, its supporters argued, public life would no longer be afflicted with the 
superstitious claim that prayer could affect the climate, or that rain somehow ‘followed 
the plough’.
What a ‘more rational society’ meant in the late nineteenth century, of course, is not 
necessarily what we might take it to mean today. The phrase most commonly used to 
describe late nineteenth-century irrigation is certainly suggestive of this. According to any 
number of politicians, journalists, clergymen, utopian novelists, radical agitators, 
immigration promoters and land developers, irrigation would make the desert blossom as the 
rose.4 5In its quaint sentimentality, this phrase is hardly something which makes you think 
of the onward march of reason, of ‘Science Not Chance’. Rather, it makes you think of 
romantic pictures of English girls: Walter Crane’s maiden in ‘A Garland for May Day’, 
perhaps, or else of a sweet, crepe-skinned old lady brushing aphids from her softly-tinted 
blooms. Even bearing in mind that gardenlike landscapes have long been seen as symbols 
of ‘order’ in western culture, the soft fussiness of the rose is a strange image for men 
apparendy enamoured of rationality to use.
When reading the descriptions advocates gave of irrigated country, it can be something 
of a shock to see photographs of irrigation settlements in Australia in the late 1800s. 
Advocates frequently spoke of Renmark as a ‘garden’ or “a virtual little paradise”. As 
“the premier irrigation settlement of Australasia”, Mildura was similarly touted as “the 
true Australia Felix”, a place “rose-bowered, tree-shaded and beautiful”.3 After reading 
such mellifluous adjectives, it is surprising to see images of the country at Renmark in the 
late 1880s looking almost as bare and austere as a modernist façade —
4 See, for example, Ernest Favenc, The Great A ustral Plain, Its Past, Present and Future, reprinted from the 
Sydney Morning Herald, Sydney, 1881, 123; Catherine Helen Spence, ‘A  week in the future’, Centennial 
Magazine, Melbourne, January—July 1889, 554; Reverend Horace Tucker, The New Arcadia: A n Australian 
Story, George Robertson, London, 1894, 123; “The Rambler” (Harry Taylor), ‘Irrigation and empire’, 
M ildura Cultivator, 28 December 1901, 402; David Gordon, Conquering the Desert. Conservation —  Reclamation 
—  Inigation, A  N ational Policy for Progressive People, W K  Thomas, Adelaide, 1907, 32. For a slight variation, 
see Herbert Hardacre in the Queensland Legislative Assembly, who argued that in the future Australians 
would see that from “what we considered sterile soil has blossomed a flower”: Queensland Parliamentary 
Debates, Legislative Assembly, vol 70, 1893, 404. See also the memoirs o f Emily Everton, a village settler 
on the Murray, who says that irrigation in her area “literally made the arid outback ‘blossom like a rose’”. 
Emily Everton, ‘Reminiscences of Waikerie’, 1944, Helen Chartier Papers, Mortlock Library, PRG 530, 9.
5 Michael Davitt, Life and Pivgress in Australasia, Methuen, London, 1898, 77; A R E  Burton, Mildura, The 
True A ustralia Felix: How to Get Rich in Victoria, Spectator Publishing, Melbourne, 1892, 4; J E Matthew 
Vincent, ed, The Australian Irrigation Colonies on the River Murray, Chaffey Brothers, London, 1889, 104.
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Constructing a main irrigation channel at Renmark, 1889
Photograph courtesy o f State Library of South Australia, B1643.
A photograph of this kind gives force to Ian Tyrrell’s assertion that irrigation (for the 
historian of popular environmental thought, at least) is “not about drains, pumps, pipes, 
and dams, but about dreams”/’ The irrigated landscape described by colonial Australians 
seems especially dreamlike, not only because it was invested with hopes and longings, but 
also because it seems so improbable, bearing a somewTiat surreal relationship to what 
appears in the photographic record. How could these people have described Mildura 
‘blossoming as the rose’, with all that phrase’s redolence of Arcadia and May-garlands, 
when the town’s raw paddocks and streets appeared as an exercise in stark geometry, 
given to swirls of dust and baking summer heat?
One of the reasons that the irrigated landscapes described by colonists appear so foreign 
to us is that they thought about rationality in ways that also seem foreign today. This was 
certainly the case for a number of Australia’s agrarian reformers. Single taxers in 
particular sought to blend the reasonable and the religious, bringing romantic and Biblical 
images to their understanding of rationality. In this chapter, I focus on two such agrarian 
reformers: the Reverend Charles Strong in Victoria and Harry Taylor in South Australia. 
Both these men were what I referred to in an earlier chapter as ‘evolutionary
6 Tyrrell, Tme Gardens, 103.
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millennialists’. They believed in the evolution of the earthly Kingdom of God; a place 
best described through Edenic language, through talk of cornucopias and flowers, and 
yet infused nonetheless with the tincture of science and reason. Irrigation, they argued, 
was a tool in this process of evolving the millennium. As an “antique aid to husbandry” 
which had “had a new spirit breathed into it by modern engineering”, it was seen as a 
twin instrument of the old and the new, the rational and the romantic.' Whilst bringing 
modernity to the Australian countryside, it would also allow greater numbers of workers 
to take up their age-old rights of access to the land.
With this hybridity of approach, Strong and Taylor’s understanding of irrigation was 
different from today’s irrigators around Bourke. Certainly, they wanted to establish a 
confident control over the vagaries of the Australian environment. They believed, 
however, that in so doing irrigation would remain true to the principles of natural law, 
and thus to God’s ‘natural order’. Taylor in particular believed that irrigators should seek 
an equilibrium between the native and the cultivated landscape, and that this was possible 
through a sufficiently ethical approach to the Murray River’s resources. He thought it was 
eminently possible to be an irrigationist and environmentally responsible at the same 
time. Irrigation (as he saw it) was about restoring the capacity of ‘the people’ to earn their 
own livelihoods.
The utopian hopes which Strong and Taylor brought to irrigation were distinct from 
those of many other irrigationists. It was far more common for irrigation to be cast as an 
aid to “money and world power” by nationalist boosters in the turn-of-the-twentieth- 
century period. NXTiilst members of Australia’s land radical community emphasised 
irrigation as a means to create a modest and ‘true’ democracy, booster-journalists such as 
Ernest Favenc and E J Brady were committed to a vision far more directly comparable to 
that of the latter-day irrigators on the Darling floodplain. As they saw it, water 
engineering would make the so-called Dead Heart “pulse with life”, attracting hundreds 
of millions to a newly productive interior. In the process, it would transform Australia 
into “the economic centre of the Pacific” — or, even more ambitiously, what one 
booster was later to call the “Greatest Nation” in the world.“ Single taxers, on the other
7 Alfred Deakin, Inigated India. An Australian View o f  India and Ceylon. Their Irrigation and Agriculture, E A  
Petherick, Melbourne, 1893, 141.
8 David Gordon, Problems o f  Transportation and their Relation to Australian Trade and Commerce, W K  Thomas, 
Adelaide, 1914, 44—15; Ion Idness, The Silver City: The Saga o f  Broken Hill Mining. Angus & Robertson, 
Sydney, 1964, 98. (Through the discovery o f artesian water and its use in irrigation, Idriess argued in the
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hand, argued that it was best “to let the Great Nation Business slide”. As Albert Dawson 
put it in 1902, “being a great Nation” never benefited the workers. Instead, it lined the 
pockets of “those that own[ed] the earth”.9 True prosperity was about the distribution 
rather than the aggregation of wealth, about creating a just social system rather than a 
vast population and financial reserves.
With views of this kind, it was always a fraught business for agrarian radicals to push the 
irrigation cause. As the most prescient among them realised, if irrigation was not 
accompanied by an aggressive land tax, it was likely to promote the reverse of their desired 
reforms. Under the current land regime, it would simply serve to make fortunes for 
developers. In so doing, it would concentrate the land in the hands of monopolists to an 
even greater degree. Perhaps the most extraordinary aspect of Strong and Taylor’s 
advocacy of irrigation was not, then, that they saw it as a mechanism of a rational 
religion. What is arguably more extraordinary is that they supported a cause likely to 
obstruct the creation of the ‘true democracy’ they sought so ardently throughout the 
beginning of the 1890s.
After federation, irrigation was indeed used increasingly to service technicolour visions of 
Australia as a Great Nation, and their own desire for ‘the Kingdom of God amongst the 
fruit-trees’ was made to look sepia-tinted by comparison. By the end of the First World 
War, even Taylor himself had begun to espouse a booster-rhetoric not dissimilar to that 
of Favenc and Brady, celebrating the “illimitable potentialities” to be found in northern 
Australia.1" From this period onwards, irrigation became associated with large-scale 
development projects, combining hydroelectricity, huge concrete dams and ‘hi-tech’ 
engineering. At the same time, modernity itself was being purged of the romantic 
undertones it had possessed at the turn of the century. Modernity was no longer loudly 
promoted as something which could accommodate both the religious and the rational. 
Instead, it was re-constituted on triumphantly secular lines.
1960s, “Australia’s destiny has been slowly unfolding toward what is eventually destined to be —  I really 
believe —  the Greatest Nation”).
9 Worster, Rivers of Empire, 116; E J Brady, cited in J M Powell, Griffith Taylor and 'Australia Unlimited', 
University o f Queensland, St Lucia, 1993, 9; cf Favenc, The Gnat Austral Plain; Albert Dawson, Adam Black 
(Miner). His Getters to his Son, Jim, on Matters Interesting and Important to Workmen, W  M Madgwick, Sydney, 
1904, 99.
10 Tim Flannery, The Tutu re Eaters: An Ecological Histoty of the Australasian Hands and People, Reed, Kew: 
Victoria, 1994, 363.
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Australia’s irrigationists
There was no coherent community focused on the promotion of irrigation in the late 
nineteenth century. Between the 1880s and the first decade of the 1900s, Australian 
irrigationists were a motley bunch. They came from a range of different disciplines, social 
positions and political perspectives. Would-be land developers such as Benjamin Dods 
and Elisha DeGaris were included in their midst, the latter a Methodist preacher with an 
entrepreneurial eye.11 So too were liberal members of Parliament; well-to-do farmers and 
the occasional grazier, utopian novelists and journalists, poets and engineers.12
Individually very few of these irrigation advocates had much in common. There was little 
love lost between the conservative Reverend James Ballantyne and the dissident 
Reverend Charles Strong — although there was a close friendship between Strong and 
Deakin, the best-known supporter of irrigation in late nineteenth-century Australia.13 The 
sober engineer Hugh McKinney bore little resemblance to Harry Taylor, a 
Congregational lay preacher who drove himself to a nervous breakdown in the early 
1890s during the course of his fanatical advocacy for Adelaide’s single tax movement. 
(Taylor was also to spend three years at the New Australian and Cosme colonies in 
Paraguay during the 1890s). “‘Banjo’ Paterson and Plenty Lawson are usually paired for 
their differences rather than their similarities”, as Tim Bonyhady observes. Both, 
however, “saw the watering of the inland as essential to the development of western New 
South Wales, and both worked to promote it”. 14
11 On Dods, see Gerard Blackburn, Pioneering Irrigation in Australia to 1920, Australian Scholarly Publishing, 
Melbourne, 2004, 49—52. On DeGaris, see J M Powell, Watering the Garden State: Water, Gaud and Community 
in Victoria, 1838—1988, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1989, 87—90, 167—8.
12 See references to irrigation in the utopian novel by philanthropic activist for the unemployed, Reverend 
Horace Tucker: The New Arcadia, George Robertson, London, 1894, 172, 175; also by Samuel Albert Rosa, 
The Coming Terror, Or the Australian Revolution. A  Romance of the Twentieth Century, Sydney, 1894, 27. On 
political support for irrigation, see Blackburn, Pioneering Irrigation, 71—85, J M Powell, ‘The land debates in 
Victoria, 1872—1884. Leases versus freeholds: A preparation for Henry George’, Journal of the Royal 
Australian Historical Society, 56:4, December 1970, 263—280, and Plains of Promise, Rivers of Destiny: Water 
Aianagement and the Development of Queensland, 1824—1990, Boolarong Publications, Bowen Hills: Queensland, 
1991, 59, 84, 106—7; C J Lloyd, Either Drought or Plenty. Water Development and Management in New South Wales, 
Department o f Water Resources New South Wales, Parramatta, Sydney, 1988, 172. On graziers and 
farmers involved in irrigation in the 1870—80s, see Blackburn, Pioneering Irrigation, 55—69.
13 Ballantyne waxed lyrical on irrigation in Our Colony in 1880: Pictorial and Descriptive, M L Hutchison, 
Melbourne, 1880, 116. In 1883, he was one o f the Presbyterian heavyweights involved in condemning 
Strong for his unorthodox ideas: see Badger, The Reverend Charles Strong, 75—82.
14 On McKinney, see Lloyd, Either Drought or Plenty, 172. On Taylor, see Malcolm Saunders, ‘Harry Samuel 
Taylor, (1873—1972)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography (hereafter ADB), ed. N B Nairn, A G Serle, and R B 
Ward, Melbourne University' Press, Carlton: Victoria, 1969, vol 12, 179—180. On Paterson and Lawson, see 
Tim Bonyhady, The Colonial Earth, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 2000, 296.
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When nationalist fervour was running hot in the years between federation and the First 
World War, there were many Australians who looked to irrigation to develop the interior 
on a grandiloquent scale.15 Irrigation had not yet garnered the concerted governmental 
support it would receive in later decades, in the era of the Snowy Mountain and Ord 
River schemes.16 There were nonetheless individual politicians who argued energetically 
in support of irrigation, joining the River Murray Commission or publishing their own 
pamphlets on the benefits of water engineering. The South Australian politician David 
Gordon was perhaps the most aggressive of these, although William Kidston in 
Townsville could have rivalled him in boosterist zeal. In the early 1900s Gordon 
published a series of tracts in which he claimed that irrigation would make all of Australia 
into a “Garden of Eden”. A massive population was destined for the country’s interior, 
he predicted. Demonstrating the fact that ‘water is wealth”, irrigation would cause ‘great 
cities to rise from the wilderness’, making its “dead lands live”, and be fruitful.1
The late 1890s and early 1900s were the era of adventure-romance in Australia, often 
written by nationalist boosters such as Ernest Favenc, Guy Boothby, and William 
Sylvester Walker. Describing heroic deeds in the Australian interior, these romances 
expressed a belief in the wondrous towns and fortunes soon to be created there. In 
Ernest Favenc’s The Secret o f  the Australian Desert (1895), one of the robust protagonists 
declares in particular that irrigation will change that “the whole face of the Australian 
earth in time”, ensuring that the continent will be “settled from east to west throughout”. 
Similarly, in Walker’s The Silver Queen, one of the characters prophesies that irrigation will 
soon turn Australia’s “supposed deserts ... into places for dwellings, granaries, gardens 
and storehouses for the benefit of generations yet unborn”.18 A few years later, E J Brady 
was making similar predictions. As he travelled down the Murray River in 1911, he 
imagined the “endless plains” to either side as the home of a vast population, echoing
13 Worster, Rivers of Empire, 116.
16 J M Powell, ‘Protracted reconciliation: Society and the environment’, in Roy MacLeod, ed, The 
Commonwealth of Science: AN ZAAS and the Scientific Enterprise in Australasia, 1888—1988, Oxford University 
Press, Melbourne, 1988, 260; and Powell, Plains ofP/vmise, 166.
17 On Kidston, see Powell, Plains of Promise, 106—7. Gordon, Conquering the Desert, 32; Gordon, The N ile’ of 
Australia: Nature V Gateway to the Interior. A  Plea for the Greater Utilisation of the Murray and its Tributaries, W  K  
Thomas, Adelaide, 1906, 1, 17; cf a similar vision in Alex McNicol, ‘How to people the commonwealth: A 
dream and a reality’, Australia Today, 1910, 30.
18 Ernest Favenc, The Secret of the Australian Desert, Blackie, London, 1896, 212; William Sylvester Walker, 
The Silver Queen: A  Tale of the Northern Teinto/y, (3rd ed), John Ouseley, London, 1909, 283. See my 
discussion o f these and other adventure-romances vaunting the development o f the Australian interior in 
Melissa Bellanta, ‘Mobilising Fictions, or, Romancing the Australian Desert, 1890—1908’, History Australia 
1:1, December 2003, 15—30; and Tabulating the Australian Desert: Australia’s Lost Race Romances, 1890— 
1908’, Phi lament 2, January 2004 (www.arts.usyd.edu.au/publications/philament/this_issue.htm).
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throughout “a paean to labour and industry”. “My heart leapt up”, Brady claimed, “at 
this golden vision of the future”.19
Not all irrigadonists were interested in golden visions of the kind described by E J Brady. 
As Ian Tyrrell observes, some enthusiasts of irrigation articulated a small-scale, 
‘gardenlike’ vision of society, both in Australia and California, seeing them as an 
alternative to the giantist tendencies of the age.20 Drawing on aspects of this garden 
idealism, the land nationaliser Patrick McMahon Glynn believed that irrigation would 
restore the ravaged mine-scape of Kapunda (the South Australian copper town in which 
he lived) to a beautiful fertility.-1 At the same time, he fulminated against the 
concentration of land and wealth in 1880s’ South Australia. “So long as absolute private 
property... is sanctioned by law”, he wrote, “the inequality of the distribution of wealth 
must continue to increase. This may make a splendid, but it will not make a happy country” 
[my italics].22 Keenly influenced by the agrarian tradition, Reverend Charles Strong also 
looked to irrigation to make a happy rather than splendid country. He argued that 
irrigation would facilitate a rapid expansion of intensive farming on small acreages, 
forging a society where anyone could choose to work for themselves, and where land 
would be fairly distributed. By dramatically increasing the productivity of small farms, he 
claimed — farms of ten, twenty, perhaps up to two hundred acres — irrigation would 
allow those without large means to begin earning a living on the land.-1
In spite of their differences, what this hotch-potch of irrigationists had in common was a 
commitment to rationality. “One of the commonest defences for irrigation”, says 
Donald Worster, “was that it was the epitome of scientific agriculture, [and] that 
therefore it advanced the cause of progress to a more rational society”.-4 Similar claims 
were made for the intensive agriculture with which irrigation was associated. “With 
‘intense culture’ we may look for a rational and intelligent method of dealing with the 
soil on true scientific principles in place of the slovenly wasteful processes we are so 
accustomed to”, the Mildnra Cultivator declared in 1889.23 Land radicals and nationalist
19 E J Brady, River Rovers, George Robertson, Melbourne, 1911, 155.
20 Tyrrell, True Gardens for the Gods, especially 1-4, 121-40.
21 On McMahon’s interest in irrigation, see ‘Mr Glynn’s ideas. He favours small irrigation schemes’, 
Advertiser (7 February 1894): 8. Cf Patrick McMahon Glynn to James Glynn, 20 October 1884, in Patrick 
McMahon Glynn: Getters to His Family, 18 74—1927, ed. Gerald O’Collins, Polding Press, Melbourne, 1974, 79.
22 South Australian Land Nationalization Society, The Accumulation of Wealth, Adelaide, 1884, 3.
23 Charles Strong, ‘Land settlements bill’, Australian Herald, August 1892, 210; Tucker Village Settlement 
Association, The Tucker Village Settlements: A  Handbook, Melbourne, n.d., 2—3.
24 Worster, Rivers of Empire, 114.
23 Mildura Cultivator (Special Centennial Exhibition Issue), 1888—89, 19.
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boosters alike were attracted to this idea. For Gordon, it held out the possibility of 
creating a secular millennium in Australia. Water engineering and other radonal 
innovations would realise Thomas Huxley’s vision of a ‘New Nature’, he suggested, 
triumphing over the vagaries of the natural world. For the single taxers, on the other 
hand, the key value of rational cultivation was the role it would play in assuring an 
equitable distribution of wealth. This was certainly the belief of Flarry Taylor, who was 
to take up a position as columnist for the Mildura Cultivator after returning from three 
years with William Lane in Paraguay. An ideal ‘intelligent cultivator’ was frequently 
eulogised in Taylor’s columns: the sort of horticulturalist who was interested in the latest 
modern innovations, in soil chemistry and irrigation, in orderly combination with other 
cultivators for the distribution of produce, and in high-minded ‘socialist’ ideas.'6
Bedecked with romantic flourishes and flowers, the M ildura Cultivator 
was nonetheless an exponent of ‘scientific’ principles.
Mildura Cultivator, Special Centennial Exhibition Issue, 1888-9
‘Don’t Pray For it, Dam It’: Irrigation and the rational Australia
In late Victorian Britain, scientific naturalists such as John Tyndall, Thomas Pluxley, and 
Herbert Spencer, were vigorously involved in the promotion of a secular society. They 
attacked the power wielded by the clergy, seeking to invest it instead in their own 
profession. They took particular exception to the Anglican and Presbyterian practice of 
appointing special days for ‘prayer and humiliation’ in response to temporal affairs. As 
Frank Turner tells us, church leaders continued to appoint such days in response to a 
diverse range of issues throughout the nineteenth century. National prayer was ordered 
for outbreaks of cholera in Britain, for undue quantities of rainfall, for cattle plague, and
26 Don Gobbett and Malcolm Saunders, With Lane in Paraguay: Hany Taylor o f The Murray Pioneer 1873— 
1932, Central Queensland University Press, Rockhampton, 1995, 12—15; cf Harry Taylor, Souvenir o f  the 
River Murray and the South Australian Irrigation Areas, Prepared for the visit of the Empire Parliamentary 
Association, 5 and 6 November 1926, Murray Pioneer Print, Renmark, 1926.
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for the ill-health of the Prince of Wales. This practice was one of the ways in which the 
clergy “hinder(ed) the dispersion of scientific explanations of natural phenomena”, 
Turner explains. It was thus a prime target for the scientific naturalists in their mission to 
secularise society.27
Conflict about public days of prayer had been a feature in Britain since at least the 1860s. 
In 1872, the British surgeon Henry Thompson weighed into the debate by calling for the 
Church to test the physical efficacy of prayer. He proposed that a ward of patients 
should form the subject of prayer over a set period. At the end of this period, the rate of 
the patients’ recovery could be measured against the ordinary rate for their particular 
diseases. Not surprisingly, this proposal was never put to the test. Thompson’s challenge 
provoked a sustained controversy over the material efficacy of prayer, however, often 
referred to in Britain as the ‘Prayer Gauge Debate’.28
Controversy about public days of prayer took place in Australia as well as in Britain. 
Unlike the debate in Britain, however, in Australia it was focused on irrigation. At 
various junctures during the drought of the late 1870s—early 1880s, Australian clerics had 
called for days of humiliation and prayer to plead with God for rain. James Moorhouse, 
the outspoken Anglican Bishop of Melbourne, had publicly mocked these calls. Never 
one to suffer fools gladly, he argued that scientific methods, most notably irrigation, 
were the only effective way to deal with natural disasters. Simply praying for them to end 
was ridiculous.22
The phrase ‘Don’t pray for it, dam it’ was attributed to Moorhouse after his castigation of 
public prayer rituals in the early eighties. Whether or not he actually coined the phrase 
himself, its pithy rumbustiousness certainly appealed to Australia’s liberal press. Adopting 
the same slogan, the Age took up the cudgels against orthodox churchgoers’ preference 
for prayer over irrigation. During another bad drought, a Sydney paper denounced prayer 
as a foolish attempt to “substitute religion for irrigation”.3" For the journalists responsible 
for these claims, the attraction of irrigation was obvious. Not only did it promise to assist
27 Frank Turner, Contesting Cultural Authority: Essays in Victorian Intellectual Eife, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 1993, 153.
28 Ibid., 151-52.
29 Stuart Macintyre, A Colonial Eibera/ism: The Tost World o f  Three Victorian Visionaries, Oxford University 
Press, Oxford, 1991, 125, 122; cf Geoffrey Blainey’s reference to a Day o f Humiliation and Prayer called 
by Anglican Bishop Dr Goe during the depression, taking place on 17 May 1893. Geoffrey Blainey, A 
Land H alf Won, Macmillan, Sydney, 1980, 327—8.
30 Cited in Bonyhady, The Colonial Earth, 292—294.
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farmers stricken by lack of water, it also promised to rid the world of superstidon and re­
create it on radonal grounds. Like the scientific naturalists in Britain, these journalists 
were eager to strike at the power of the Church in order to make way for an enlightened
society.31
Having said this, I note that care needs to be taken before assuming that a commitment 
to rationality necessarily entailed a desire for a secular society. As Frank Turner points 
out, there were a great many people who refused to subscribe to the idea that a 
scientifically-informed secularism either would or should replace Christianity.3- Bishop 
Moorhouse himself was one of these. As far as he was concerned, there was no conflict 
between his dismissal of those who prayed for rain and his own religious faith. As Bishop 
of Melbourne, he was prepared to lock swords with the determined secularist Marcus 
Clarke in a well-publicised debate. During this debate, Moorhouse vigorously disputed 
Clarke’s claim that religion had no function in modern society. As he saw it, faith and 
modernity were compatible so long as the former adapted to the social conditions 
imposed by the latter.33
There is now a growing body of scholarship which suggests that it was not uncommon 
for westerners to reject a dichotomy between religion and rationality in the late Victorian 
period.’4 In a study of ‘vitalist’ thinking amongst Australian progressives, for example, 
Michael Roe has observed that a “modern consciousness” often melded the rational and
31 The most concentrated expression o f secularism amongst Victorian journalists may be found in Joseph 
Symes’ Liberator. Intriguingly, Symes was also an early advocate o f land nationalisation, lecturing and 
publishing articles on the cause. See, for example, Liberator, 18 August 1888 and 22 February 1890; also 
commentary in Sam Merrifield, ‘Notes on Land Nationalisation Society’, Sam Merrifield Collection, La 
Trobe Library, Box 48.
32 Frank Turner, Between Science and Religion: The Reaction to Scientific Naturalism in Late Victorian England., Yale 
University Press, London, 1974, 1—7; Turner, Contesting Cultural Authority, 3—37.
33 Marcus Clarke and James Moorhouse, What is Religion? A  Controversy Between the Late Marcus Clarke and Dr 
Moorhouse (Bishop of Melbourne, 1880), Robert Barr, Melbourne, 1895.
34 In Australia, for example, see Jill Roe’s extensive publications on the influence o f ‘new age’ religion in 
late nineteenth century Australia, including Roe, ‘Dayspring: Australia and New Zealand as a setting for the 
“new age” from the 1890s to Nimbin’, in David Walker and Michael Bennett, eds, Intellect and Emotion: 
Australian Cultural History, 16, 1997/98, 170—187. See also Alfred J Gabay’s wonderful chapter entitled ‘A  
Rational Religion’, appearing in his Messages From Beyond: Spiritualism and Spiritualists in Melbourne’s Golden 
Age, 1870—1890, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1992, 43—69. Frank Bongiorno’s exploration of 
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the spiritual at the turn of the twentieth century.35 The same combination was starkly 
apparent in the career of the land nationaliser, Alfred Russel Wallace. He was an 
evoludonary biologist and spiritualist, who insisted that the wonders of spirit- 
communication were compatible with scientific principles.36 Similarly, theosophists were 
convinced that “a common ground [could be found] between science and religion”. As 
Frank Bongiorno has shown, there were many Australians who turned to esoteric or 
unorthodox religion in the fin  de siècle period — theosophy, spiritualism, ‘New Thought’, 
or ‘Social Christianity’ — believing that these provided a viable alternative to an agnostic 
worldview. It is time, Bongiorno says, for historians and cultural theorists to recognise 
the role played by these forms of religiosity in “the making of Australian modernity”/7
C harles Strong an d  ‘the Sp irit o f d ivine R eason’
Whilst Moorhouse was involved in his theological skirmishes over the practice of praying 
for rain, Reverend Charles Strong was also creating a sensation through his unorthodox 
religious views. Strong had come to Victoria in the 1870s to head the fashionable 
Presbyterian congregation at Scots Church in central Melbourne. Almost immediately, he 
had formed a Religious Science Club, fraternised with members of the Sunday Liberation 
Society, and begun promoting an uncompromisingly rationalist approach to religious 
concerns. Throughout his ministry, Strong was to pepper his sermons with admiring 
references to agnostic scientists such as Tyndall and G H Lewes. “Lyell, Darwin, Huxley, 
Tyndall, and those who follow after, are not authorities on the deepest problems of the 
soul”, he told his congregations. “Within their own sphere”, however, they w’ere 
“messengers sent from God”.38
Strong extended his admiration for scientific theory into his theological views. Scientific 
knowledge evolved over time, he observed, making new discoveries which altered 
society’s understanding of the natural world. In the same way, it was necessary to 
recognise “development and growth in the idea of God”. Religious beliefs had to be allowed
35 Michael Roe, Nine Australian Progressives: Vitalism in Bourgeois Social Thought 1890—1960, University o f 
Queensland Press, St Lucia, 1984, 1—5.
3(1 Alfred Russel Wallace, My Life. A  Record of Events and Opinions, vol 2, George Bell, London, 1905, 287— 
282; Turner, Between Science and Religion, 84—103.
37 Bruce Campbell, cited in Jill Roe, Beyond Belief: Theosophy in Australia, 1879—1939, University of New 
South Wales Press, Sydney, 1986, 7; Bongiorno, ‘A  short history’, 38. See also Joy Dixon’s commentary on 
Madame Blavatsky, leader and joint founder o f theosophy. Blavatsky’s appeal in England, Dixon says, was 
that “she promised to reconcile virtually all the opposites o f late Victorian society'...[, offering] a more 
modern religion as well as a more spiritual science”: Joy Dixon, Divine Feminine: Theosophy and Feminism in 
England, Johns Hopkins University' Press, Baltimore, 2001, 18.
3S Strong, The B/vad Church, 6; Badger, The Reverend Charles Strong 54—56.
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to evolve in much the same way as scientific knowledge had itself evolved. The New 
Testament represented a change of vision from that articulated in the Old. It was thus 
only to be expected that similar changes would come from “the reveladon in science and 
experience of God’s orders and laws”. Religion had to ground itself “not on Sacraments, 
not on the infallible Letter, and not on infallible Councils”, Strong insisted, but rather on 
“the Spirit of divine Reason and Love”.39
As a result of his various unorthodox pronouncements, Strong was hounded from the 
ministry by Melbourne’s Presbyterian hierarchy in the early 1880s. In 1887, he struck out 
on his own, taking part in the establishment of the independent Australian Church. 
During the 1890s, this church was a forum for many Victorians disenchanted by existing 
Christian churches, including a fair number of theosophists, spiritualists and other soul- 
searching freethinkers. The Church’s journal, the Australian Herald, reflected this diversity 
of interests. Edited by Strong, it featured articles on evolutionary theory, theosophy, 
romantic poetry, the ‘women’s movement’, the need for improved health services, land 
reform and irrigation.4" Strong himself did not subscribe to the various forms of esoteric 
spirituality apparent in Australia at the time, but he happily associated with many of 
those who did. In the late nineteenth century, he was a member of Melbourne’s Society 
for Psychical Research, populated largely by spiritualists.41
As unorthodox Christians with a social conscience and an interest in ‘scientific progress’, 
the Australian Church’s members emphasised the essence of Christianity over its doctrine. 
Christianity’s emphasis on charity, cooperation and justice mattered far more than its so- 
called articles of belief. That each of these were spiritual qualities was entirely compatible 
with rational principles. The Australian Church was “devoted to the promotion of a 
reasoned and practical religious faith”, Strong wrote in the Australian Herald. The Church 
was also devoted “to the advocacy of a wider charity, and to the cause of social progress 
and reform. We believe”, he concluded, “in religion as having its underlying root in 
man’s rational nature”. 42
39 Strong, The Broad Church: A  Sunday Evening Lecture, Melbourne, 1889, 6, 9, 15. See a similar denunciation 
of infallible creeds in Hugh Gilmore’s sermons in Adelaide: eg ‘Ecclesiastical and Spiritual Religion’ and 
‘The Universal Religion’ in Hugh Gilmore, Sermons by the Late Hugh Gilmore, 1889—1891, Adelaide, 1892, 
18-32, 51-59.
40 Badger, The Reverend Charles Strong 105—108; A1 Gabay, The Mystic Life of A fred Deakin, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, 1992, 82.
41 Roe, Beyond Belief, 98.
42 Australian Herald, July 1891.
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Strong became a close friend of Deakin’s during the 1880s. (Deakin was to join the 
Australian Church after leaving the Theosophical Society in 1895).43 He would thus have 
been aware of Deakin’s passionate advocacy of irrigation, leading as it did to Victoria’s 
Water Supply and Irrigation Act 1886, Australia’s first legislative encouragement of irrigation 
on any notable scale.44 In one of his editorials for the Australian Herald, Strong lauded the 
fact that “want of water” in the colony w'as being overcome by “national cooperation in 
the shape of Irrigation Trusts”, a direct reference to the provisions of Deakin’s Act.43 In 
the early 1890s, Deakin had returned from a tour of India in which he combined the 
inspection of irrigation works with pilgrimages to sacred sites. Strong later published his 
enthusiastic articles on kharma and reincarnation in the Australian Herald. Presumably he
also listened to Deakin waxing lyrical on the marvels of Indian irrigation upon his
. so return.
Deakin and Strong held powerful sympathies in common: a commitment to rational 
spirituality, social reform and modernity, an open-minded interest in religious ideas and 
traditions, and an enthusiasm for irrigation. Their friendship was long and affectionate: 
Strong would often address his letters to Deakin with a teasingly demonstrative air, 
referring to him as ‘My dear Satrap’.47 They were by no means identical in their opinions, 
however, as their approaches to irrigation make clear. Deakin’s own fervour for water 
engineering developed in the early 1880s, when he was an ambitious politician in his early 
twenties, and Victoria was in the midst of an economic boom. With its promise of 
‘opening up’ arid territories for settlement, he saw irrigation as a means to expand 
Victoria’s already thriving economy. Admittedly, he spoke of the need to prevent 
irrigation from falling entirely “into the hands of capitalists”, creating trusts for the 
administration of hydraulic works, and attempting to promote small farms rather than 
massive estates. At the same time, he was profoundly attracted to the private enterprise 
he had witnessed during a tour of American irrigation. He was particularly impressed by 
the entrepreneurial pluck exhibited by the irrigation-developers, George and William 
Chaffey — so impressed, indeed, that he arranged for them to receive a huge tract of
43 Gabay, The Mystic ITfe, 24, 82.
44 Tyrrell, True Gardens, 124—27.
45 ‘Land settlements bill’, Australian Herald, August 1892. See discussion of the bill in Powell, Watering the 
Garden State, 112—17.
46 Roe, Beyond Belief, 69; Gabay, The Mystic Life, 82.
47 Gabay, The Mystic Life, 139.
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land for the development o f an irrigation colony (Mildura) on the Victorian side o f the 
Murray.48
Promotional poster for the Tucker village settlements
Photograph courtesy of La Trobe Picture Collection, State Library of Victoria.
48 Michael Cannon, The hand Boomers: The Complete Illustrated History, (2,,d ed), Lloyd O’Neil, Melbourne, 
1986, 75.
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To an extent far more marked than Deakin, Strong was enamoured of the idea of small- 
scale cooperation in the administration of water and the construction of hydraulic works. 
Throughout Victoria’s land boom, he delivered relentless attacks on the colony’s 
unabashed materialism and “speculative excess”.49 His primary interest in irrigation arose 
from the belief that its association with intensive cultivation would facilitate small 
cooperative communities on the land. During the depression of the 1890s, Strong was 
involved in the Tucker Village Settlements, a scheme for the creation of agrarian 
cooperatives for the unemployed. Based in Gippsland, this scheme created some seven 
cooperative villages, a number of which involved irrigation works. His colleague in this 
scheme was an Anglican canon, Reverend Horace Tucker, a “socialistic pastor” whose 
own interest in irrigation is said to have inspired Bishop Moorhouse.30 Tucker wrote a 
utopian novel based on his joint venture with Strong, entitled The New Arcadia (1894). In 
it, he depicted the wonders to be wrought through cooperative irrigation settlements. 
Such settlements, he wrote, would eradicate poverty and advance workers’ interests 
worldwide.
Land radicalism and the irrigation millennium
In Britain, many of the scientific naturalists used an expressly religious language when 
articulating their mission to secularise society. Lewes argued that “in the struggle of the 
soul with the mystery of existence, Science is a bringer of light”, attempting to colonise 
the Church’s territory through the use of its own rhetoric.3' By the turn of the twentieth 
century, there were plenty of Australian nationalists who used similarly religious rhetoric 
for rhetorical purposes. Gordon published Conquering the Desert (1907), for example, a 
work strongly influenced by the Californian irrigation promoter William Ellswood 
Smythe. In a work entitled The Conquest o f  Arid America (1899), Smythe had argued that 
America’s arid regions had been deliberately left unfinished by God. This was because 
God wanted humanity to enter into “partnership” with Him, taking up the labour of 
irrigation to ‘complete’ the arid lands as arable territories. There were far less references 
to God in Conquering the Desert, although a nod to the Creator appeared in the passages 
modelled most closely on Smythe’s work. According to Gordon, God relied on evolution
49 Geoffrey Serle, The Tush to be Kith: A  History of the Colony of V ictoria, 1883—1889, Melbourne University 
Press, Melbourne, 1971, 269—70.
50 Anon., ‘A  socialistic parson’, Weekly Herald, 15 March 1895; Badger, The Reverend Charles Strong, 130. 
Tucker’s ideas were hardly what would commonly be described as ‘socialistic’ now, were that term to be 
used. See Scates’ discussion o f his ideas in A  New Australia, 125—127.
51 Turner, Between Science and Religion, 10.
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to further His creation of the world. White Australians could assist in this process by 
becoming “practical evolutionists”, locking the country’s rivers and using them to water 
the desert. In so doing, they would forge an epoch sufficiently grand to eclipse religious 
millennialists’ ideals. “We are at the beginning of ... [a wonderful] era”, Gordon argued, 
echoing the cadences of the sentimental preachers of his time:
an era in which experiment and foresight and skill and invention and learning 
will transmute, as never before, the labour bestowed upon the land into 
wealth and health and happiness and length of days.32
In spite of Gordon’s secular triumphalism, there were still plenty of irrigationists who 
used the rhetoric of millennialism for explicitly religious purposes. As an avid follower of 
the single taxer Hugh Gilmore, Harry Taylor was a sincere believer in the possibility of 
establishing God’s kingdom on earth. Taylor called his first son Gilmore after the 
Reverend Hugh, and many of his religious convictions continued to be influenced by 
Gilmore’s ministry long after the latter’s death in 1891. Like Gilmore, Taylor argued that 
land reform was a step towards “the inauguration of His kingdom of justice and of 
righteousness, who, 1900 years ago, came raising a standard for the peoples, that Labor 
might have its due, and every man his just reward”.5’ In the later years of his life, when 
he no longer saw the single tax as a utopian fix for society, he still maintained that a 
program of beneficent reforms would evolve “a noble and majestic Order” out of “the 
present social Chaos”. High-minded social reform, he argued, would build “a grand 
Temple of humanity, whose foundations shall be Righteousness and Truth, and the 
pillars thereof Freedom, Equity and Brotherhood”.54
It is interesting to see how closely the secular language of ‘practical evolution’ used by 
Gordon echoed the millennial language of land radicals such as Gilmore and Taylor. As I 
noted in my third chapter, single taxers were in fact what James Moorhead would call 
ywj-Anillennialists. LTnlike />ranillennialists, they did not believe that the end of the world
52 Gordon, C onquering the D esert, 31—33. See the similarities between these passages and those in Smythe’s 
The C onquest o f A r id  A m erica , (3rd ed.), University o f Washington Press, Seattle, 1969, 327—38. For 
discussions o f Smythe, see Worster, R ivers o f E m pire, 118—123; and Tyrrell, T rue G ardens o f the Gods, 106— 
112. For another example o f secular millennialism associated with irrigation, see J Bailey Brown, Second 
C h ap ter o f R evelations. P ra c tic a l an d  P racticab le Suggestions on L a n d  Settlem ent, Irrigatio n , Crops, an d  Industries W hich 
W ill B u ild  U p the Colony, Brisbane, 1891. See also a declaration by Queensland politician Edward Theodore: 
“In Queensland... we are on the threshold o f a great agricultural era”. Powell, P la in s o f P rom ise, 85.
53 Flarry Taylor, T ucker P rige E ssay on the S in gle T ax , Single Tax League, Adelaide, 1892, 37; cf William 
Webster, A  L a y  Serm on on the L an d , South Australian Land Nationalization Society, Adelaide, 1884, 9-10.
54 R enm ark P ioneer, 29 December 1906.
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would take place before the millennium. Any talk of a cataclysmic end of the world was 
to be postponed indefinitely, or at least until after an epoch of happy righteousness had 
been enjoyed on earth.” At the same time, these people dispensed with a belief in a literal 
end-point to history usually associated with the apocalyptic tradition, fust as Strong had 
argued for 'growth and development in the idea of God’, land radicals cast the 
millennium as a process rather than an event or an entity.^’ As Taylor wrote in the 
Adelaide Voice in 1894:
Faith is the most potent factor in progressive evolution that the world has ever 
seen. By faith in liberty the shackles of political despotism have burst 
asunder... and by faith in the ideal of mateship the constricting bands of 
wagedom that still encircle us are doomed to fall [my emphasis].”
In the mid—1890s, Taylor returned from Paraguay to take up journalistic roles in the 
Murray Riverland region, first at Mildura (between 1899 and mid 1905) and then in 
nearby Renmark. As a columnist for the Mildura Cultivator, he wrote extensively about 
irrigated horticulture, drawing on his concurrent experience as a part-time fruit-grower. 
As the proprietor and editor of the Renmark Pioneer from late 1905, he was even more 
ambitious. Irrigation had inaugurated a “modified socialism” in the Riverland, he argued. 
It fostered communities reliant on cooperation in the use of water and irrigation works. 
At the same time it ensured an equitable distribution of land and w e a l t h . “In our 
community of Renmark”, he said, “the capitalist is practically non-existent”. Land 
speculation was rare, and any “tendency to land monopoly” was held in check by a tax on 
water usage.Clearly for Taylor, the development of irrigated horticulture was one of the 
key ways in which God’s 'noble and majestic Order’ was to be realised on earth. By 
promoting cooperation and self-employment, irrigation would help burst the 
‘constricting bands of wagedom’. Its intelligent and rational approach to cultivation 
would similarly help to develop society on orderly lines.
Charles Strong also believed in the ‘progressive evolution’ of the Kingdom of God. 
Throughout his ministry, he set himself a rigorous schedule of social work. Included in
55 See chapter three, 123—24, above.
50 james Moorhead, World Without Pnd: Mainstream American Protestant Visions of the Past Things, 1880—1925, 
Indiana University Press, Bloomington: Indiana: 1999, xv.
57 Voice, 3 March 1894, 5—6.
58 Malcolm Saunders, ‘For Renmark and the South Australian Riverland: Harry' Samuel Taylor and the 
Aln/raj Pioneer, 1873—1932’, Journal of the Historical Society of South Australia 23, 1995, 87.
59 Harry Taylor, ‘The reward oflabor [sic]’, Renmark Pioneer, 17 January 1908.
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this schedule was his advocacy for unmarried mothers through the Society in Aid of 
Maternity Hospital Patients, his activism for a Model Lodging House Company, his role 
as founder of the Melbourne Peace Society, as member of the Victorian Fabian Society, 
and of the Social Democratic League. He was also a member of the Council of the 
Working Men’s College and of the Anti-Sweating League, both offices he shared with 
Bishop Moorhouse.60 All of these activities, he believed, were part of a spirit of practical 
religion that was currently transforming society. Speaking at a Model Lodging House 
Company meeting, for example, he pronounced himself “convinced that the difficulties 
which separated man from m an... would be more and more broken down as time went 
on, and that they would be more and more brothers all over the world”.61
Publicising the Tucker Village Settlement Scheme, Strong argued similarly that its 
combination of irrigation and cooperation would progressively transform Victoria. 
Making regular tours of the village settlements between 1892—94, he inspected their 
newly-dug irrigation ditches and exhorted their inhabitants “never [to] give up until they 
had turned the wilderness into a fruitful garden”.6' Bit by bit, he argued, the colony was 
becoming a place of justice and charity, in which “fruit and corn [would come] to adorn 
the waste, howling wilderness”.63 As he saw it, the physical impact of irrigation — 
making brown pastures green, and barren earth fruitful — was both a powerful analogue 
for, and an instrument of, the process of building the millennium.
The analogous power of irrigation was a significant part of its appeal to rational religious 
figures between 1880 and 1910. The single tax journalist ]ohn Farrell used a description 
of a well-watered arcadia as an analogue, for example, for the likely effects of George’s 
proposals on Australian society. George had provided his followers, Farrell claimed, with 
a glowing picture of the future life to be achieved through the single tax. He had 
suggested that “to remove want and the fear or want, to give to all classes, leisure and 
comfort, and independence, ... would be like turning water into a desert. The sterile w^ aste 
would clothe itself with verdure, and the barren places where life seemed banned would 
ere long be dappled with the shade of trees and musical with the song of birds” [my 
italics]. “Let the imagination fill out the picture”, Farrell continued; “its colours grow too
60 Badger, The Reverend C harles Strong, 34, 114, 108; Race Mathews, A u s tr a lia ’s  F irs t F ab ian s: M id d le-C lass 
R ad icals, L ab o u r A ctiv ists, an d  the E a rly  L ab o u r M ovem ent, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 1993, 3; 
Verity Burgmann, In  O ur T im e’:  So cialism  an d  the R ise o f L ab o r, 1 88 5 —1 90 5 , George Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 
1985, 113; Gabay, The M ystic L ife , 158.
61 Strong, cited in A rgu s, January 1885, newspaper clipping in Strong Papers, Series 6.
62 Tucker Village Settlement Association, The T ucker V illag e  Settlem ents, 2—3.
63 A u stra lia n  H erald , August 1892, 210, 223.
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bright for words to paint. Consider the moral acdvity, the intellectual elevation, the social 
life”/’4 An image of ‘the waste clothed with verdure’ was used here as a metaphor for the 
ideal life, a suggestion of what words alone were unable to describe.
Water and fruit were potent symbols in the Judeo-Christian tradition: baptism, of course, 
was a water ritual symbolising spiritual transformation. As A1 Gabay notes, water also 
“featured as a common symbol for the psyche and the unconscious in occult literature”. 
Throughout his life, Deakin kept journals in which he recorded his spiritual experiences 
and visions, and water featured in some of the most momentous of these. In one 
particularly vivid experience, he found himself bathed in a cascade of light; in another, 
light bubbled up in boiling fountains around him, giving way to “forms of architectural 
majesty... gardened ... with fresh and flower enriched landscapes”.63 This vision was 
remarkably similar to Deakin’s description of irrigated farms in America during a visit in 
the mid—1880s. Travelling across the American countryside, he found himself enraptured 
by lands “divided into gardens, and decked with flowers” and “bright with fresh- 
springing pasture”/’6 It was no coincidence, it seems, that during his intense involvement 
with irrigation in the 1880s he was equally possessed by mystic fervour, “irrigation and 
legislation by day and Sinnett and Swedenborg by night”.67
H arry Taylor an d  the eth ical uses o f the R iverland
References to Californian gardens or Biblical fruit were a key part of the utopian 
imagination associated with irrigation. Nonetheless, in Taylor’s thought at least, there was 
a creeping appreciation for the native Australian countryside. Taylor’s columns for the 
Mildura Cultivator were steeped in an evident love for the locality, both for its social 
potential and for its environment. He described the enjoyment he derived, for example, 
from taking overseas visitors to see the “native bushes” on the outskirts of Mildura. It 
was hard for them to see these bushes elsewhere, he noted, because overstocking and 
rabbits had destroyed them. “It is therefore not without a feeling of sadness”, he wrote, 
“that one learns that certain of the Goths and Vandals are suggesting, if not yet actually 
advocating, the uprooting of the few vestiges that yet remain to us of such natural and 
picturesque beauty as the bushland once displayed”. “The myall, the mulga, the cabbage
64 John Farrell, ‘Which oracle?’, Australian Standard, 20 April 1889, 1—2.
65 Gabay, The Mystic Life, 129, 83.
66 Alfred Deakin, First Progress Report o f the Royal Commission on Water Supply. Irrigation in Western 
America’, Victonan Parliamentaty Papers, 2:19, 1885, 9.
67 Roe, Beyond Belief 15.
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trees and hop bush, as also the pine, sandalwood and belar, when growing on fertile 
soil”, he continued, all have “an indubitable beauty of their own”.6K Ensuring that the soil 
was fertile was thus desirable not simply because of the fruit and ‘fresh-springing pasture’ 
it created, but also because it enhanced the native Australian landscape.69
In spite of the “beauty” and “charm” which he found in the Riverland, Taylor was 
similar to all radical and popular agrarian advocates in the emphasis he placed on the 
country’s productiveness. Ultimately, what gave a country worth was its produce, over 
and above its aesthetic or ‘intrinsic’ virtues. Taylor constantly lauded the local 
horticulturalists who combined hard work and irrigation to make their land abound in 
produce. In this, he exhibited the concern for ethical land use evident amongst many of 
Australia’s single taxers. Intelligent horticulture, he said, could make even derelict 
properties in the region into flourishing vineyards. Through this means, a local 
fruitgrower Mr Hopkins had indeed converted an abandoned swamp into a fertile tract. 
Mr Paul had done likewise with a raisin crop, “using deftly the brains the Lord God gave 
him,... [and] allowing no single detail of the work to be overlooked nor scamped”. Such 
examples of careful labour and water use afforded “an admirable object lesson to anyone 
wishing to learn ... the value of much of our abandoned lands”. 0
Along with these exhortations to hard work, Taylor drew attention to the need for 
responsible use of the Murray River’s resources. Excess irrigation, he cautioned, would 
lead to rising salinity in the soil. “Instances may easily be found in Mildura — their name 
is legion — of the shortsightedness of the policy which says in effect ‘We pay for the 
water, let us take all we can for our money’”, he said.'1 Such a policy was wrong, firstly 
because it assumed an essentially monetary relationship to the river, paying no attention 
to the long-term health of the Riverland. Secondly, it took a selfish attitude to the rest of 
the community, all of whom were also reliant on the river for their water.
6« “The Rambler” (Harry Taylor), ‘Waste land made valuable’, Mildura Cultivator 6 December 1902, 4.
69 A desire to achieve such a balance between society and nature has also been discovered by Ian Tyrrell 
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properties to allow salt in the soil to drain away: S Smith, H Tankard and Helen Vivian, ‘Salt o f the earth’, 
in Helen Vivian, ed, Interceptions: Art, Science and Land in Sunraysia, Mildura Arts Centre and Artmoves, 
Mildura, 2000, 45.
230
During the Long Drought at the turn of the century, Taylor’s column for the Mildura 
Cultivator warned irrigators to consider their moral responsibilities before pumping water 
from the river. The last summer pumping was about to begin, he observed in 1903. This 
brought “an opportunity for public service” before all of Mildura’s fruitgrowers:
In what way are we going to use the water? Wisely and not without a thought 
to the public welfare, or selfishly and foolishly and with desire only to take 
what we can for ourselves?
The Murray, Taylor noted, was at an exceptionally low level. Experts claimed that at such 
times, the salinity of the water was likely to be at its worst. “When the good to be gained 
is so problematical, and the risk of damage to the land so great”, he concluded, “is it 
worth while to take water except for plants or crops for which it is absolutely 
essential?”72
Irrigatio n  an d  G reat N ation B usiness
The same level of concern for ‘the risk of damage to the land’ is not apparent in other 
land radicals’ support for irrigation. Arguably, this was not so much out of a lack of 
concern for such damage as a failure to appreciate the likelihood of it taking place. Few 
single taxers had Taylor’s firsthand knowledge of either irrigation or horticulture. Far 
from thinking that it would harm the environment, they believed that irrigation was a 
wise use of water, that it was simply putting to use what would otherwise go to waste. 
Irrigation was about “coax[ing] mother earth to produce her uttermost”, as reformers 
such as Strong and Catherine Flelen Spence regarded it. For the New South Wales single 
taxer, Frank Cotton, it was also about generating public revenue. Irrigation would 
increase land values, Cotton observed, and under a single tax regime this value would be 
paid directly into the community’s coffers. “With a natural system of irrigation and the 
Single Tax”, he concluded, “a marvellous future would open up for this drought-stricken 
land”.73
The way in which land radicals such as Cotton talked about the benefits of irrigation was 
only subtly different to that of the ‘Great Nation’-mongers. In the early 1880s, Cotton
72 Mildura Cultivator, 7 March 1903, 4.
73 Spence, ‘A week in the future’, 478; Frank Cotton, ‘The future possibilities o f our country’, Australian 
Standard, 20 April 1889, 3; cf a lecture given by Cotton on ‘Irrigation in New South Wales, its prospects 
and possibilities’, reported in the Worker (Sydney), 9 February 1895.
231
was bedazzled by what had been achieved through irrigation at Mildura by the Chaffey 
Brothers. Immediately, he set about vaunting an irrigation scheme established by the 
New South Wales Government at Hay, a small town in south-western New South Wales. 
“The work already carried out by Messrs Chaffey Brothers at Mildura plainly shows that 
it possible to transform a barren waste with an annual rental value of about 1 V2 d. per 
acre to a fruitful garden worth 20 pounds per acre”, he enthused in the Australian 
Standard, a single tax paper which (under his editorship) supported irrigation at the time. 
Cotton thus vaunted irrigation for exacdy the reason (‘adding national value’) that would 
later feature in Gordon’s booster-pamphlets. There was of course an important 
distinction here: Cotton wanted irrigation to create “common wealth”, whereas boosters 
such as Gordon openly countenanced the making of individual fortunes through water 
engineering.'4 This distinction could easily become blurred in practice, however, as the 
boosters’ emphasis on Australia’s ‘marvellous future’ sounded remarkably similar to land 
radicals’ claims for irrigation. Gordon spoke of irrigated Australia as home to a “free, 
independent and happy people”, a phrase which did not sound gready different to 
Patrick McMahon Glynn’s insistence on Australia as a ‘happy rather than splendid 
country’.75
The majority of single taxers do not seem to have had the foresight to recognise the risks 
posed by irrigation to their own utopian longings in the late nineteenth century. There 
were a few, however, who were prominent exceptions to this rule. In 1886, the 
bootmaker-turned-clergyman, Reverend W T Carter, lambasted Deakin’s irrigation 
scheme in Victoria for its undemocratic qualities. Any scheme not accompanied by a land 
tax would work direcdy against land radicals’ aims, he warned. By causing land values to 
rise, Deakin’s plans would make property less affordable to workers, leading to an even 
further concentration of land ownership. Deakin also planned to alienate a large section 
of Crown land to the Chaffey brothers, described contemptuously by Carter as a couple 
of “enterprising Americans”. A gift of land to the Chaffeys would be nothing short of a 
robbery of the Australian people, he continued (a claim reiterated by the land 
nationalisation paper Our Commonwealth over the coming months). “As a true born 
Australian, I desire the highest good for my country”, he concluded. “I desire that her 
progress should not breed that classism that had been produced in the old countries, but
74 Cotton, ibid.; Australian Standard, 9 March 1889, 2. On the New South VC ales irrigation scheme at Hay, 
see Blackburn, Pioneering Irrigation, 96—97.
75 David Gordon, South Australia: The Central State: Its Progress and Resources. A Guide for Immigrants, Tourists 
and Settlers, Adelaide, 1908, 3.
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that under these southern skies we should building up true democracies where ‘all would 
be for each and each for all’”.76 Such a ‘true’ democracy would not be achieved through 
an irrigation scheme which allowed the returns from rising land values to fall into 
individuals’ hands. Still less would it be achieved if public land was alienated gratis for the 
benefit of grasping Yankees.
Carter’s suspicion of irrigation was repeated by Albert Dawson, a Sydney-based single 
taxer. Publishing a political pamphlet in 1902, Dawson cautioned against any measure 
which would cause property to appreciate without an accompanying “single tax on land 
values”. Australians had heard a great deal about “being a Great Nation” and “Australia 
Facing the Dawn” in recent years, Dawson noted. Irrigation went along all too well with 
this rhetoric, with its “big pumping machinery”, its “laying of foundation stones”, and 
intimations of “honour and glory”. Workers would do well to remember, however, that 
“Great Nation Business” benefited the bosses and landowners, never the rest of the 
people. “Irrigation areas, like big facts, strike the imagination and appeal to the senses”, 
the Single Tax reiterated in 1894. “We see a large population on a small area, and wealth 
produced in large quantities on a limited acreage — we fail to see that the scheme must 
be gauged by the amount of capital and labour expended on it”. Pouring public money 
into irrigation schemes was not necessarily wise, particularly if any gains that came from 
it were privatised. '
A fear of irrigation’s ‘bigness’ sprang from a suspicion, shared by many land radicals, of 
the nationalist clamour for federation. In 1899, for example, the one-time land 
nationaliser Samuel Albert Rosa denounced the proposed federal constitution as a mean- 
spirited “Tor}* 7” document. Federation as currendy planned, he argued, would enshrine 
the power of a federal Upper House and withhold “equal franchise” from “the People”, 
frustrating hopes for a true democracy.'8 At the same time, the Melbourne land radical 
Theo A Waugh published an article in the Tocsin entitled ‘The Commonwealth Bill. Why 
Single Taxers Should Veto It’. “I am firmly convinced of the social and moral necessity 
for a true union of the Australian people”, Waugh declared. The proposed constitution, 
however, failed to embrace “the whole philosophy of Henry George”. It would thus
76 W  T Carter, ‘The irrigation bill and political economy’, Our Commonwealth, 31 July 1886, 83.
7 Dawson, Adam Black, 109, 108, 91; Single Tax, 20 October 1893, 5.
78 Samuel Albert Rosa, cited in Hugh Anderson, The Tocsin: Contesting the Constitution, Red Rooster Press, 
Maryborough: Victoria, 2000, 155—156. Rosa was a member o f the Victorian Land Nationalisation Society 
in 1889: Air lie Worrall, ‘The New Crusade: The Origins, Activities, and Influence o f the Single Tax 
Leagues, 1889—1895’, Masters Thesis, University o f Melbourne, 1978, 170.
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prevent a true union from taking place.79 “The cry for bread is stronger than the cry for 
federation”, echoed another land radical in the Sydney Worker. Any movement for the 
creadon of an Australian nadon which did not pay attention first to the material needs of 
the people was to be condemned: “I say that the question of federation is not half as 
important as land value taxation, and can afford to wait”.8" As early as 1891, J Medway 
Day had made a very similar argument in Adelaide’s radical paper, Voice. “The old cry of 
patriotism is now little more than cant —  a sing-song phrase”, he said, “for how can we 
grow enthusiastic over the rule of money-bags and the sacrifice of humanity)?]”.81
Allied to the land radicals’ opposition to the constitution was their critique of 
mainstream liberal concepts of national wealth. George himself had insisted that wealth 
was ‘labour impressed by matter’, and nothing else. It was comprised of ‘real’ natural 
products modified by human exertion — food, manufactured goods, machines, 
buildings, and other tangible assets. Wealth did not properly consist of rent or the 
fictitious profits made from speculative pursuits. Similarly, Our Commomvealth insisted that 
a nation’s wealth could not be estimated “by the amount of gold or silver which it 
happens to possess”, nor in the size of its population. Rather, it was to be found in that 
nation whose people had free use of the land and of “the effects of its labour”. The only 
nation which could truly claim itself to be rich, in other words, was one in which the 
greatest number of people were involved in production, and in which the whole 
populace ate “in peace and serenity” the fruits of its toil.82
This was precisely the nation which Catherine Helen Spence idealised in ‘A Week in the 
Future’. The utopian Britain described in that work was a country in which the 
population wTas deliberately kept from increasing in size. “Our previous idea was that 
tilings would continue to go on expanding”, Spence’s narrator Emily Bethel observes. In 
the nineteenth century, “[we thought] that the twentieth century would go into bigger 
figures in every way”. In the ideal future, however, people have realised that “the general 
wellbeing of the whole population demands checks”, both in the size of the populace
7y Theo A Waugh, ‘The Commonwealth Bill. Why single taxers should veto it’, Tocsin, 21 April 1898. This 
article was published during concerted opposition to the Commonwealth Bill by socialists, feminists and 
land radicals in Melbourne, much o f which was reported in the Tocsin. For a discussion o f this campaign, 
see Anderson, The Tocsin, and Janette Bomford, ‘The lady politician: Vida Goldstein’s first senate 
campaign’, in Helen Irving, ed, A Woman’s Constitution? Gender and History in the Australian Commonwealth, 
Hale & Iremonger, Sydney, 1996, 55—56.
80 Anon., ‘The censure debate’, Worker, 25 May 1895.
81 1 Medway Day, cited in Susan Magarey, Unbridling the Tongues of Women: A  Biography of Catherine Helen 
Spence, Hale & Iremonger, Sydney, 1985, 152—3.
82 EBP, Wealth o f a nation’, Our Commonwealth, 4 September 1886, 123.
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and in the amount of capital able to accrued in individual hands. Accordingly, everything 
is geared towards “minimising of the costs of distribution, so that the producer should 
get as much and the consumer pay as little as possible”. 83
An opposition to wealth conceived of in crass monetary terms was apparent in land 
radical culture as well as its rhetoric. The Millions Club formed by actual or aspiring 
millionaires in the early twentieth century would have been anathema to single taxers in 
the 1890s.84 The testimonies given about many land radicals instead emphasised their 
lack of interest in money and worldly prestige, making it clear that they were not people 
who cherished a ‘wish of distinction’ in class or material terms. Both John Farrell and 
Hugh Gilmore were remembered by their peers for their “blindness... to the sordid love 
of money, to the vulgar faith in appearances, [and] to the craze for social advancement”. 
Of the Adelaide single taxer E J Hiscock, it was said that “he could never hear a tale of 
woe of a fellow-creature wanting a feed without doing what he could to relieve the 
necessity”. A very similar assessment was made of the land radical Dr William Maloney 
in Victoria.83
In New South Wales, A G Huie was admired for his temperate habits, living in a “plainly 
furnished Ashfield home”. Beatrice and Sidney Webb remarked similarly on the 
simplicity practised by Charles Strong’s daughter, Margaret Brookes, when they stayed 
with her in Ballarat. Finally, in South Australia, Cornelius Proud was eulogised for the 
pursuit of his principles, in spite of the ire this attracted from Adelaide’s moneyed class. 
(“For many years past Mr Proud has received more curses than blessings from certain
83 Spence, ‘A week in the future’, 908.
84 The Millions Club marketed itself as a forum for businessmen —  “men with big, broad outlook” —  to 
join together for to secure the advancement o f New South Wales. See the Memorandum and ^Articles of 
Association of the Millions Club of New South Wales, 10 January 1913; and its Millions Magazine, e.g. 1 January 
1920, 1. During the 1920s, the Millions Magazine ran articles on irrigation, the White Australia policy, and 
on boosting the population o f the interior: eg ‘The blessings o f irrigation’, 1 April 1920, 22; ‘A white 
Australia’, 1 March 1921, 5; ‘The Murray waters scheme’, 1 July 1921, 5—7, 16, 20; ‘A million farmers on a 
million farms’, 1 September 1921, 1.
85 The reference to a ‘wish o f distinction’ come from Penny Russell’s book of that name, discussing the 
myriad ways in which privileged colonial women strove to forge a sense of gentility and social-superiority. 
Penny Russell, A  Wish of Distinction: Colonial Gentility atid Femininity, Melbourne University Press, Carlton, 
1994. AMD (Mrs Dobbie), ‘John Farrell: A woman’s appreciation’, Daily Telegraph, 26 January 1904, 
newspaper clipping in John Farrell Papers, Mitchell Library, ML MSS 1522/1 Item 2; Anon., ‘Letters to 
public men: The Rev. Hugh Gilmore, Primitive Methodist minister’, Qur^ and the Lantern, 29 August 1890, 
6; Anon., ‘The late E J Hiscock’, Weekly Herald, 21 December 1894. On Maloney, see Worrall, ‘The New 
Crusade’, 160. Note, too, the example of A J Ogilvy, who gave up his share in a large estate on the basis of 
his land nationalisation principles, and who also wrote an anti-adventure romance, criticising the macho 
pursuit o f gold and financial gain to be found in the works o f nationalist promoters o f irrigation such as 
Ernest Favenc. Anonymous, ‘Arthur James Ogilvy (1834—1914)’, AD B, vol 5, 359-360; A J  Ogilvy, Sullivan 
&  Co, The Clipper’, Hobart, 1905.
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people in this city”, observed the satirical in 1902. Proud had just successfully 
campaigned against private ownership of the city’s tramways, offending the rich 
entrepreneurs who had sought to take them out of public hands. Perhaps the people of 
Adelaide would one day erect a marble statue in Proud’s honour, wrote tht  Q t t i^ — only 
“it would not be safe to approach some folks just now, and solicit a subscription towards 
this object”).86
Cornelius Proud versus Vested interests’
A caricature appearing o f Proud after his opposition to private ownership o f 
Adelaide’s tramways. Quig, 15 February 1902.
Further contradictions
That irrigationists and land radicals sought a synthesis of faith and rationality, or of the 
natural and the artificial, does not mean, of course, that they were successful in doing so. 
Their vision of the ideal Australia was riven with contradictions, some of which were 
apparent in their varying views on irrigation. The emphasis Strong placed on the wonders 
of water engineering, for example, implied an admiration for scientific ingenuity. This
86 On Huie, see Anon., ‘Man o f letters’, newspaper clipping in A G Huie Papers, Mitchell Library, ML 
MSS 1407/1. On Strong’s daughter Margaret Brookes, see Sidney Webb, The Webbs’ Australian Diary 1898, 
ed. A G Austin, Sir Issac Pitman & Sons, Melbourne, 1965, 93. On Proud, see Q ui^  15 February 1902; cf 
Catherine Helen Spence’s remarks on Proud’s role in opposing private ownership o f Adelaide’s tramways, 
an opposition in which she joined: C H Spence, An Autobiography, ed. Jeanne Young, Libraries Board of 
South Australia, Adelaide, 1975, 97.
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admiration was reflected in his reference to Huxley as a 'messenger sent from God’. 
Presumably, given this, Strong would have lauded Huxley’s pronouncements on the so- 
called 'New Nature’ desdned to arise in the twentieth century. Huxley’s ‘New Nature’ 
was itself a utopian vision of the future, in which scientific development and simulation 
had broken humanity’s reliance upon the natural world. In vaunting the ‘New Nature’, 
Frank Turner tells us, Huxley celebrated “every mechanical artifice, every chemically pure 
substance employed in manufacture, every abnormally fertile race of plants, or rapidly 
growing and fattening breed of animals”.8 In pointing to the wonders of modern 
technology rather than those of organic nature, he also implied a relentless exploitation 
of the latter in the services of the former.
In his glowing descriptions of Huxley and other scientists of his ilk, Strong did not seem 
aware of the contradictions between the New Nature and the agrarian world-view. 
Agrarian reformers tended to see the world as saturated with the divine and with a 
divinely-mandated ‘natural law’. Their ideal future was one in which humanity had been 
returned to a state in which everyone had realised their ‘natural’ right of access to the 
land. As I pointed out in my first chapter, agrarian radicals also argued that there were 
limits to the exploitation of natural resources fixed by natural law. Land was not a 
commodity, and could only be properly exploited if done so for the direct benefit of the 
‘community’. Strong subscribed to all of these views without any apparent irony or 
intellectual anguish. Like many of Bourke’s current residents, he would have expressed 
horror at the idea of an environmental order which threw the natural world into disarray. 
At the same time, he blithely supported those who were perfectly happy for this to occur. 
Instead of trying to work through these contradictions, he seems to simply have taken it 
on trust that a synthesis might somehow be achieved between the two.
One of the other contradictions apparent in both Strong and Taylor’s promotion of 
irrigation concerned its likely impact on women. Like men in the wider land radical 
community, both irrigation advocates gave lip-service to the need for gender equality. 
Although it is clear that he held to characteristically nineteenth-century notions of 
women as the fairer and more moral sex, Strong regularly insisted on women’s equality 
with men in his public utterances and private correspondence. He also showed an 
unusual sensitivity to working women’s interests during the course of his social activism. 
He thought working women should join unions and form cooperatives to further their
87 Turner, Contesting Cultural Authority, 126—7.
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own concerns. With his wife, he formed a free kindergarten for working mothers in 
Collingwood during the late nineteenth century; he also agitated for the humane 
treatment of unmarried mothers in maternity hospitals. He encouraged the women in his 
congregations to preach at the Australian Church, and in the early 1900s chaired the 
Men’s League for Women’s Suffrage.88
Like most of the prominent single taxers in Adelaide during the early 1890s, Taylor 
similarly supported women’s suffrage and formal equality between the sexes. Moving to 
the Riverland, he began advocating the cause of horticulture at a time when it was widely 
believed that fruit-growing “would allow the uplift or liberation of women”. In the late 
1880s, for instance, the Chaffey brothers had promoted Mildura and Renmark on the 
basis that women and men alike could become the owners of fruit blocks there. “The 
young man just starting to make his way out in the world cultivates his trees and vines 
alongside the superannuated minister”, their advertising material stated, “and across the 
way is the farm of a lady who quitted school teaching because she was tired of its 
drudgery”. In California, a group of San Mateo women began a Woman’s Floral Colony 
in 1890, inspired by the sort of cooperative sentiment recommended by Strong in the 
pages of his Australian Herald. In the utopian romance written by Horace Tucker, 
(Strong’s colleague in the Tucker Village Settlement Scheme), a colony called Amazona is 
formed by a group of lithe, gun-toting women. Similar ideas perhaps lay behind the farm 
colony Vida Goldstein briefly formed for unemployed women during the First World 
War.89
As Heather Goodall has observed, however, mechanised technology in rural Australia 
has almost invariably been managed and owned by men. Given this, the impact of 
technologies such as irrigation has been highly gendered; just as it has also been strongly 
inflected with race. The expansion of such technologies over the course of the twentieth
88 See an article, Anon., ‘Women as capitalists’, appearing in Strong’s Australian Herald, and also his article, 
‘The “Woman blackleg’”: Australian Herald, January 1891, 71; March 1891, 98; cf Strong thanking one o f 
his female parishioners for her “assistance in the pulpit”: Charles Strong to Mrs Worsley, 9 October 1937, 
Charles Strong Papers, La Trobe Library, MS10586; Badger, The Reverend Charles Strong, 147. See also Janette 
Bomford’s account o f Strong’s influence on the young Vida Goldstein through lectures on the ‘woman 
question’, their mutual involvement in anti-slum philanthropy and the Anti-Sweating League. Strong and 
Goldstein were later to share another interest in common in the form o f peace activism: Strong formed a 
Sisterhood o f Peace at the Australian Church in 1915, and Goldstein was involved in the Woman’s Peace 
Army. Janette Bomford, That Dangerous and Persuasive Woman: Vida Goldstein, Melbourne University Press, 
Carlton, 1993, 19, 25, 13, 16, 32, 88, 148.
89 Tyrrell, True Gardens, 45-46; Vincent, ed, The Australian Irrigation Colonies, 104; Tucker, The New Arcadia, 
263; Bomford, That Dangerous and Persuasive Woman, 16. Tyrrell also notes Catherine Perkins Gilman’s 
Herland (1915), a utopian novel which depicted a horticultural landscape with first-wave feminist inflections 
Tyrrell, ibid., 45.
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century was part of a process by which the control of rivers and water resources was 
given to white men in the Australian interior. Inland rivers heavily used by women and 
children for washing clothes, teaching, swimming and “social nurturing”, and by 
indigenous peoples for their own range of purposes, have all been negatively affected by 
the expansion of irrigation. Made unsafe by the blue algae and pesticides associated with 
irrigated cotton, some of Australia’s rivers have been the source of recent protests led by 
women such as Pat Cameron in Bourke and the late Isabella Flick in Collarenebri.90 If 
Strong and Taylor cherished the belief that irrigation would assist ‘the uplift or liberation 
of women’, it is clear that they failed to see the gendered aspects to water engineering and 
associated technologies.
T he v isio n  d im in ish in g
From the beginning of the twentieth century, both Strong and Taylor had retreated from 
the intensity of their commitment to the land radical cause. By the early 1900s, Strong 
was still committed to rational Christianity and the Australian Church, but his focus had 
been drawn away from irrigation and land reform towards causes such as the campaign 
for peace. (During the First World War, Strong was a notable opponent of conscription, 
for which he was fiercely criticised in the press).91 Taylor retained a belief in the likely 
benefits of land taxation and the nobility of George’s theories, but ceased to see the 
single tax itself as an instrument of utopia. Not surprisingly, an insistence on small-scale 
community and the need for limits to national prosperity began diminishing in his 
irrigation advocacy around this time. By the First World War, he had styled himself as an 
ardent patriot, vaunting the White Australia policy, and taking the opposite stance from 
Strong on the question of conscription.92
Between late 1917 and 1920, Taylor wrote a series of descriptive articles on Queensland 
for the Pioneer, describing it in Gordonesque terms as ‘The Colossus of the North’. When 
I first came across these articles, I could hardly believe they had been penned by Harry 
Taylor, one-time member of the tiny Cosme community and fanatical advocate of
90 Heather Goodall, ‘Gender, race and rivers: Women and water in northwestern New South Wales’, Paper 
delivered to the Fluid Bonds Symposium, National Institute for the Environment, Australian National 
University, 13 October 2003, 2, 5—6, 11. The gendered aspect o f irrigation promotion was patently 
apparent in the nationalist boosters’ rhetoric. David Gordon, for example, spoke o f the need for “men 
with hearts” to extend irrigation into the wilderness. Similarly, E J Brady called on young men “seeking a 
chance o f Fortune and a free man’s life” to people northern Australia. William Ellswood Smythe, cited in 
Gordon, Conquering the Desert, 10; E J Brady, Land of the Sun, Edward Arnold, London, 1924, 300.
91 Badger, The Reverend Charles Strong, 144—6.
92 Gobbett and Saunders, With Pane in Paraguay, 20—28.
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‘socialistic’ Georgism. With their references to Queensland’s “illimitable resources”, its 
“boundless capacity for absorbing population”, its “incalculable potentialities”, many of 
its passages could easily have been written by E J Brady, by the Queensland politician 
William Kidston, or, of course, by Gordon. Admittedly, Taylor presented Queensland as 
a kind of monstrous aberration, a place very different from the Riverland in which he 
lived. Even with all their natural advantages, Queensland’s fruitgrowers had not done as 
well as those of the Murray, he claimed, as the Murray’s producers had used “close 
cooperation” to overcome their environmental disadvantages.9’ Taylor’s adoption of the 
language of Big Nationalists is exemplary nonetheless of a significant shift in his thought. 
A similar shift is apparent in the political career of Frank Cotton. In the late eighties, 
Cotton urged irrigation on the basis of the public revenue it would generate. By the early 
1900s, he was throwing his weight behind other development schemes (a hydroelectric 
plant on the Hawkesbury River in the Blue Mountains, for example), placing an emphasis 
on their “commercial value”.94 It was still important to him only to engage in 
developments which did not result in unrestrained land speculation. However, he no 
longer thought that the community should take the whole profit from rising land values. 
Instead, it should receive “a just return” from those values.93 His support for water 
engineering on the bases of the ‘common wealth’ it would generate had thus moved far 
closer to the support of wealth creation p er se.
Ultimately, it seems, land radicals’ vision for a landscape both ‘rational’ and ‘natural’ was 
a highly fragile utopia. The vision had always been riven with contradictions, and by the 
early twentieth century these had become so evident that it no longer seemed sustainable. 
The tenor of Australian society after federation also ran counter to that of late 
nineteenth-century land radicalism. In the midst of the nationalist excitement caused by 
federation, it was Australia the Great Nation which w*as associated with irrigation — and 
this was only to become more markedly the case over the ensuing decades. By the end of 
the First World War, the idea that the twentieth century would not ‘go into bigger figures 
in every way’ was shared by very few people. Such a notion was no longer shared by 
Harry Taylor, the once-fanatical Georgist turned conscription evangelist. Even in the 
ministry of the peace activist Charles Strong it was no longer markedly apparent. At the
93 Harr}- Taylor, Queensland: The Colossus o f  the North. A Series o f  Descriptive Articles written between August 1917 
and February 1920, Alu/ray Pioneer Office, Renmark, 1920, 8, 65, 45.
94 Frank Cotton et al, Summary o f  Colo River Electric Scheme, no publication details or date, available Mitchell 
Library, 8.
95 Frank Cotton, Porkobidni’s Plan: The Development o f  the Northern Territory, Sydney, 1933, 14.
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same time, the idea that irrigation would play a part in a genuinely religious millennium, 
one grounded in the principles o f rationality and science, had disappeared from view.
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Conclusion
Australia’s land radicals belonged to what P J Waller has called “a reforming Zeitgeist, a 
preoccupation with the problems of life in large industrial cities, rural revitalisation and 
land reform”.1 What they wanted was to knit together the perceived dualisms of their 
day: the rational and the religious, the urban and the rural, the rustic and the modern, the 
New and Old Worlds. It was this desire that attracted them to idealised images of 
Mildura and Renmark. Examples of an ‘nrbe in rns\ combining Australian beauty with 
American and English features, Mildura and Renmark were imagined as the epitome of 
the ideal synthesis sought by the land radicals. It was this same desire for synthesis that 
led them to imagine their ideal constituency in deliberately loose and non-class based 
terms: as ‘humanity’, ‘the people’, ‘all who labour’ or ‘true citizens’.
Another aspect of the land radicals’ desire for a combination of so-called opposites is the 
connection they made between the personal and the political. They wanted individuals to 
become conscious of themselves in relation to others. It was particularly important that 
anyone in a position of social privilege felt a responsibility to eradicate the structural 
inequities that made others less fortunate than themselves. It was this consciousness of 
interconnection with others, this sense of imperative to fight social injustice, which the 
single taxers variously called ‘the brotherhood of man’ or ‘the gospel of humanity’. It was 
also this consciousness which attracted first-wave feminists to their movement. A 
recognition of the brotherhood of man would lead, they argued, to a gradual 
transformation of western society, an incremental establishment of the Kingdom of God 
on earth. If people always acted on the assumption that they were bound reciprocally to 
and responsible for others, capitalist society would become less competitive over time, 
until eventually a “great cooperative society” would emerge.2
As land radicals saw it, there was a ‘natural’ relationship between a recognition of the 
interpersonal ties of brotherhood and the holistic overhaul of society. ‘The Kingdom of 
God is within you’, and out of the heart of man proceeds alike the good and the evil 
which makes or mars the State and Commonwealth”, wrote Harry Taylor in 1903, using 
a phrase popularised by Leo Tolstoy in the early 1890s. At the same time, Taylor added,
1 P J Waller, cited in Frederick Aalen, ‘English origins’, in Stephen V Ward, ed, The Garden City: Past, Present 
and Future, E & FN Spon, London, 1992, 36.
2 Henry George, Pmgiess and Poverty, Dent, London, 1976, 228, 322—23. See my discussion in chapter three, 
126—7, and chapter five, 199—201, on these issues.
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there were external measures which would complement this internal search for 
“righteousness and strength”. Among such measures, there was none “fraught with such 
stupendous possibilides ... [as] the taxation of land values”.3M A S T g r . £.-
k ' Ç y
Ebenezer Howard’s ‘Master Key’, a masterful illustration of the “reforming 
Zeitgeist” to which he belonged. As the Key indicates, Howard wanted to 
achieve the following: temperance reform, land reform, municipal reform, 
improved dwellings, health, recreation, education, railway-rates reform, 
advance of agriculture, old-age pensions, rescue of children, and a mission 
for women. He also wanted to achieve the abolition of private property, the 
unification of town and country-, freedom of association, love of society and 
love of nature.4
The heyday of land radicalism was the late 1880s and early 1890s, when some thousands 
of white Australians subscribed to the ideas of Henry George and/or Alfred Russel 
Wallace. It was during this period that the land radicals’ tendency to synthesis was most 
apparent. In the first years of the nineties, land radicals were an important faction within 
the emerging political labour movement. Some were also members of socialist groups
3 ‘The Rambler’ (Harry Taylor), Mildura Cultivator, 24 January 1903, 56.
4 Ebenezer Howard, image appearing in Robert Beevers, The Garden City Utopia: A Critical Biography o f 
Ebenerer Howard, St Martin’s Press, New York, 1988, 41.
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such as the Social Democratic Federation, the Australian Socialist League or the Fabian 
Society. In 1889, Sydney single taxers stood beside socialists and unionists to support the 
London Dock Workers Strike; the following year in Adelaide, the single taxer Hugh 
Gilmore w^ as a vocal supporter of Australia’s maritime workers during the Great Strike. 
Most prominent single taxers, whether male or female, were outspoken advocates of 
women’s suffrage in the period, and at the same time pursued alliances with free trade 
groups.3
Fierce differences of opinion and debate continued amongst the land radicals during the 
late eighties and early nineties. Not everyone within the movement condoned strikes or 
shared a belief in trade unionism. Nor were the majority of land radicals enthusiastic 
about a close relationship with socialists. In spite of this, the overall sense within the 
movement was that anyone “endeavouring to bring about a kingdom of righteousness 
and truth” was to be welcomed into partnership with land radicalism. “Let Land 
Nationalists of every political or religious opinion... join hands and stand shoulder to 
shoulder”, urged the Uthgow Enterprise and Australian Land Nationaliser in 1887, a single tax 
paper founded by John Farrell in Lithgow. “Our platform is broad enough for them to 
stand on”.5 6
Along with the land radicals’ talk of a ‘kingdom of righteousness and truth’ came a 
swelling, strikingly religious register, infused with the idea of evolving the millennium on 
earth. Such was the grandiloquence of their utopianism that they were frequently mocked 
by the cynics and conservatives of their day. Notably, the Melbourne clerk E G 
FitzGibbon took exception to the single tax movement and the religious rhetoric of 
George’s supporters. In 1890, he published a satirical dialogue between Henry George 
and the Devil. The deluded ambitions expressed in George’s Progress and Poverty (1879) 
were the outcome of diabolical connivance, FitzGibbon suggested, contradicting 
George’s perception of himself as a kind of new age Messiah. To ensure your work
5 J Medway Day was a Social Democratic Federation member; Vincent (‘Joe’) Lesina was involved with the 
Australian Socialist League; Charles Marson was the founder o f the Fabian Society o f South Australia. 
(Verity Burgmann, In Our Time’: Socialism and the Rise of Labor, 1885—1905, George Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 
1985, 72; Airlie Worrall, ‘The New Crusade: The Origins, Activities, and Influence o f the Single Tax 
Leagues, 1889—1895’, Masters Thesis, University o f Melbourne, 1978, 167; Race Mathews, A ustralia’s First 
Fabians: Middle-Class Radicals, Labour Activists, and the Lady Labour Movement, Cambridge University Press, 
Melbourne, 1993, 35-44.) For further details on the links between single tax, socialism and labour protest 
in the early 1890s, see my discussion in chapter three, 113—14. On the links with women’s suffrage, see 
chapter three, 132—4, and with free trade activism, see Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, 186—216.
6 J Reed Glasson, cited in Voice, 9 December 1892; Lithgow Enteiprise and Australian Land Nationa/iser, 24 
September 1887.
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becomes a worldwide sensation (the Devil tells George), all you need to do is claim that 
your proposals:
will at once germinate into the golden age which poets have sung, and high- 
raised seers have told in metaphor; ... what he saw whose eyes at Patmos 
were closed in a trace; the culmination of Christianity; the city of God on 
earth ...; the reign of the Prince of Peace.'
As such, FitzGibbon mimicked the inflated language used by many of Australia’s single 
taxers during the early 1890s. In particular, he mocked their tendency to imagine that 
their proposals would draw everything together: the millennial kingdom of the future and 
the golden age of the past, the desired landscapes of pastoral poets and the hi-tech 
gadgetry lauded by contemporary utopian writers such as Edward Bellamy.
The pitch of excitement achieved within the land radical movement in the late 1880s— 
early 1890s was short-lived. By the mid—1890s, the movement’s popularity was on the 
wane. By 1900, it had dropped off dramatically. Not only had the single taxers broken 
with the Labor Party in the early nineties, they had also caused splits within the free trade 
movement in the same period.“ By the late 1890s, the only place in which the single 
taxers enjoyed a measure of accord with labour and socialist figures was amongst the 
Tocsin circle in Victoria.7 89 At the same time, a shift to the right had taken place amidst 
their own ranks. When a Single Tax League re-formed in Sydney in 1902, its members 
looked disparagingly at any sort of accord with socialism or the labour movement. They 
even wrote to the University of Sydney to complain that socialist texts were taught in its
7 E G FitzGibbon, Essence of Progress and Poverty ’ / Extracted From the American of Henry George and Done Into 
and Dealt With in Plain English, George Robertson, Melbourne, 1890, 5; cf Harry Taylor, Tucker Prige Essay 
on the Single Tax, Adelaide, 1892, 37; Frank Cotton, ‘The Prophet o f San Francisco’, in The Prophet of San 
Francisco and Other Sketches, Sydney, 1888, 28.
8 See discussion o f this in chapter 1, 56—7; chapter 3, 140-1.
9 See favourable reports about the Single Tax and Rating Reform Leagues in the Tocsin, 28 July 1898, 4, 5; 
11 August 1898, 5. Reverend Archibald Turnbull, head o f the Labour Church and closely associated with 
the Tocsin circle, had been a lecturer for the South Australian Land Nationalization League in the late 
1880s. His wife Ada collaborated with single taxers when organising May Day celebrations each year in the 
late 1890s. Tom Tunnecliffe, a Labor figure also associated with the Tocsin circle, was a single taxer. So was 
‘Comrade’ Theo Waugh. On the Turnbulls, see Our Commonwealth, 4 September 1886; Burgmann, 'In Our 
Time’, 112, 116—17, 142—3; P R Hart, ‘Reverend Archibald Turnbull, agitator’, Tasmanian Historical Research 
Association, Papers and Proceedings, 12:2, 1964, 44—55. On Tunnecliffe, see Worrall, ‘The New Crusade’, 161— 
2; Scates, ‘“Wobblers”: Single taxers in the labour movement, Melbourne 1889—1899’, Historical Studies, 
21:83, October 1984, 195—6. See reference to ‘Comrade’ Waugh and to a single tax article by him in Tocsin, 
21 April 1898, 3; 26 May 1898, 1.
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economics courses instead of George’s works.10 This sentiment and its target (a single 
university subject in Sydney) would have been out of place amongst the heady days of 
the early ninedes, when almost all single taxers were autodidacts with the control of 
parliament and/or ‘a great cooperative society’ in their sights.* 11
There are of course a number of reasons why both the popularity and heterogeneity of 
land radicalism diminished in the last half of the 1890s. One of the most obvious is that 
the degree of eclecticism which they entertained was unsustainable. To survive, any 
political movement needs a sufficiently clear sense of its aims and identity.12 If utopian in 
nature, one would assume that it also needs a clear sense of vision. No such coherent 
vision of the ideal society is discernible from the land radicals’ rhetoric. Instead of 
constituting a seamless synthesis of components, their ideal society often appeared as 
little more than a grab-bag of parts. Their movement did not generate a vision clear and 
splendid, but rather one which was confusingly eclectic in character.
Exemplary of this eclecticism is the imagination of Mildura and Renmark within land 
radical rhetoric. There was no manifesto issued by single taxers which explicitly referred 
to these towms as their ideal. Throughout this thesis, I have talked of these towms as 
crucial to understanding single tax utopianism on the basis that they were referred to 
loosely and repeatedly by land radicals during the course of their discussions about 
Australia’s future. They were also the closest thing in Australia to the blend of city and 
country that the single taxers desired. The w'ay in which land radicals envisaged these 
towns drew on a diffuse interest in Murray Riverland region amongst agrarian advocates. 
Land radicals believed that Mildura and Renmark combined elements of the city beautiful 
and the garden suburb, the modern American town and the English village, believing that 
a seamless whole might emerge from these disparate parts.
Another k in d  o f m odernity
When Leonie Sandercock published Cites fo r  Sale (1975), a spirited critique of Australian 
town planning, she took Australia’s early twentieth-century planners to task for their
10 D L Clark, ‘“Roasting the landowner before a slow fire”: The origins o f rating on unimproved land 
values’, in Jill Roe, ed., Twentieth Centmy Sydney: Studies in Urban and Social Histoiy, Hale & Iremonger, Sydney, 
1980, 145.
11 On the autodidacticism o f 1890s radicals, see Scates, A  New Australia, 39-45; cf Daniel Aaron’s 
commentary on George’s autodidacticism and his dim view o f academic learning: Daniel Aaron, Men of 
Good Hope: A  Stoiy of American Pivgressives, Oxford University Press, New York, 1961, 67—68.
12 For Patrick Joyce’s commentary on this point, see my discussion in chapter three, 141—2.
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belief that “community and ... social integration” could be achieved through physical 
arrangements divorced from “economic and political change”. Australia’s early town 
planners thought that simply by “changing the urban dwelling form” they could change 
more intangible qualities amongst the population at large. There was no need to overhaul 
the current distribution of wealth, because physical arrangements alone would produce 
utopian outcomes. This belief, Sandercock argued, had ensured that the planning 
discipline was ineffective to address the root causes of social inequity.1’
The birth of the town planning movement in Australia was associated with Ebenezer 
Howard’s Garden City campaign. Australia’s earliest advocates of town planning (Charles 
Reade, John Sulman, Florence and George Taylor, and others) all professed an interest 
with Garden City ideals in the early twentieth century. As Robert Freestone notes, 
however, these people’s version of Garden City idealism was very different to Floward’s. 
They weren’t interested in his attempt to combine communal land ownership with 
efforts to achieve “a new cooperative society”. Instead, they were the sort of planners 
described by Sandercock, believing that the ideal society could be engineered through 
good suburban architecture and design alone. As they saw it, the Garden City movement 
was essentially a set of principles about how best to design urban forms. Accordingly, 
when Florence and George Taylor vaunted the Queensland ‘garden town’ of Theodore 
in the 1920s, they downplayed any link between their ideas and social radicalism. ‘There 
is nothing Utopian [about Theodore]”, they wrote in their journal, Building “... It is a 
plain business fact that a contented and satisfied settler and his family are more valuable 
assets to the state than the farmer and his dependents who have to eke out existence 
separated from the amenities, conveniences, and recreations of a civilized community”.14
In reacting against town planners of earlier decades, Sandercock was part of an anti­
modernist politics emerging in the late 1960s and 1970s. Her work drew on Jane Jacobs’ 
The Death and UJe o f  Great American Cities (1962), a landmark publication which
13 Leonie Sandercock, Cities for Sale: Property, Politics and Urban Planning in Australia, Melbourne University 
Press, Carlton, 1975, 15; cf Christopher Keane, ‘Darling Harbour to Daceyville: The Housing Reform 
Movement in Sydney, 1900 to 1915’, PhD Thesis, University o f Sydney, 1993, 205. I note that Sandercock 
also criticises Howard for his innocence “o f questions o f political and economic power and social 
control”. Sandercock, Cities for Sale, 13.
14 Robert Freestone, Model Communities: The Garden City Movement in A ustralis, Nelson, Melbourne, 1989, 4, 
61, 133. For further examples o f these planners’ ideas, see George Taylor, Town Planning for A ustralia, 
Building Sydney, n.d., 113 (‘With a better environment, a better class of individual will result’); John D 
Fitzgerald, ‘Town planning and city beautification’, hone Hand, 1 May 1914, 338—92, 448; John Sulman, A n  
Introduction to the Study of Town Planning in Australia, Government Printer, Sydney, 1921; John Sulman, ‘Town 
planning and garden suburbs’, Salon, 2:1, 1913, 19—25.
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spearheaded an anti-modernist push within the American planning discipline. In her 
work, Jacobs lambasted the sterility of modernist planning, arguing that it created lifeless 
cityscapes and entrenched widespread social inequity7. The importance of moving away 
from the politics of giantism, the need for local involvement in planning decisions, the 
need to embrace cultural diversity, to recognise the specificity and multiplicity of 
women’s interests, and the concept of ‘environmental justice’ — all these ideas were 
associated with the anti-modernist critique of town/urban planning and the 
/wjTmodernism to which it is obviously related. They were also associated with the green 
movement which was emerging at the time, drawing inspiration from the ideas of E P 
Schumacher and others.13
In England, the ideas associated with anti-modernism and the green movement led some 
urban reformers to go back to Ebenezer Howard’s ideas as they stood before they were 
appropriated by a later generation of town planners. In 1975, inspired by what he found 
in To-Morrow (1898), Colin Ward proclaimed the need for ‘do-it-yourself new towns’. It 
was time, he said, to go back to Howard’s notion of direct community involvement in 
the planning and ownership of the built environment. Ward’s appropriation of Howard’s 
ideas was taken up by other ‘new age’ Garden City idealists in the 1970s, who in 1979 
issued a manifesto for a new kind of setdement. This settlement, they claimed, would be 
based on “a basically co-operative economy; a marriage of town and country; [and] 
control by the community of its own development and the land value it creates”.16
Australia’s land radicals had litde to say about the need for local communities to have 
direct input into the planning of their neighbourhoods, a need which Howard had 
articulated in To-Morrow. Nonetheless, their ideas were in many ways closely related to 
his. They believed that social and economic change was vital to the attainment of 
community and social integration. They also shared his concerns about the need to 
curtail urban sprawl, to find viable alternatives to the late nineteenth-century megapolis, 
to curb speculative land development, to preserve green space within urban 
environments and agricultural lands on their boundaries, and to elaborate a loosely- 
defined ‘cooperative ethic’ in society. In many ways, what they wanted was the kind of
15 Jane Jacobs, The D eath an d  L ife  o f G reat A m erican  C ities, Jonathan Cape, London, 1962.
16 Peter Hall, Dennis Hardy and Colin Ward, ‘Postscript’, in Ebenezer Howard, To-M orrow : A  Peaceful P ath  
to R e a l Reform , ed. Peter Hall, Dennis Hardy and Colin Ward, Routledge, London, 2003, 210; cf Peter Hall 
and Colin Ward, ‘Do-it-yourself new towns’, in their Sociab le C ities: The L egacy o f E benezer H ow ard, John 
Wiley, Chichester: England, 1998, 191—198; Dennis Hardy, F/vm N ew  Towns to G reen P o litics: C am paigning fo r  
Town an d  C ountry P lann ing, 1946—1 99 0 , E 8c FN Spon, London, 1991, 187—189.
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settlement described by the British Garden City idealists of 1979: communal control of 
land values, the merger of city and country, and a ‘basically cooperative economy’.
A key feature of both anti-modernism in the 1970s and the /wr/modernism which 
followed it, is the value they place on complexity and ambiguity. The mathematical clarity 
adopted by modernist planners in their approach to society was one of the key reasons 
they were maligned by Sandercock, Jacobs, and others. Town planners of the early 
twentieth century approached the creation of the ideal society as if it were an exercise in 
cartography or architectural draftsmanship, adopting a utopianism which appeared to 
both anti- and postmodernists as sterile and anodyne.
Attacks on “the story of the modernist planning project” are still very much part of the 
political landscape today. In a recent essay, Leonie Sandercock draws on many of the 
ideas she developed in Cities fo r  Sale, making them explicitly relevant to the project of 
postmodernism. In it, she argues for the role of “insurgent planning histories” to bring 
about “a broader and more inclusive view of planning”.1 This emphasis on the need for 
insurgent historiographies and for a valorisation of multiplicity and ambiguity, is not, of 
course, directed solely at the planning discipline. More generally, anti/postmodernists 
have objected to “the oppressive qualities of scientifically grounded technical- 
bureaucratic rationality as purveyed through monolithic corporate, state, and other forms 
of institutionalised power” — all qualities they associate with modernism.18
It is within this broad context of reaction against modernism that I place my own 
discussion of agrarian utopianism. A respect for heterogeneity, I have suggested, gives us 
a new appreciation of the agrarian radicals and their utopian longings in late nineteenth- 
century Australia. Their emphatic eclecticism was part of a desire to transform both the 
social and economic basis of society and its physical arrangements. It was also part of 
what Henry May has called a “tangled and frustrated, yet vigorous combination of the 
old agrarian dissent and the new socialism” apparent in the late nineteenth century.19 
Whilst there was obviously an ‘old-fashioned eccentricity’ about these attempts, the tenor 
of land radicalism is in many ways more congenial to the political and intellectual 
concerns of the past few decades than historians have allowed. Firstly, there were ‘green’
17 Leonie Sandercock, ‘Framing insurgent historiographies for planning’, in Leonie Sandercock, ed, M ak in g  
the Inv isib le V isib le : A  M u lticu ltu ra l P lan n in g  H isto ry, University o f California Press, Berkeley and London, 
1998, 2.
18 David Harvey, The C ondition o f Postm odernity: A n  T n q u iy  Into the O rigins o f C u ltu ra l C hange, Blackwell, 
Massachusetts, 1990, 38.
19 Henry F May, P ro testan t Churches an d  In d u stria l A m erica, Harper & Row, New York, 1967,158.
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dimensions to their thought which provide an intriguing historical perspective on late 
twentieth century environmentalism. Secondly, the land radicals were largely uninterested 
in the concept of nation, expressing views which were in many ways consonant with 
latter-day critics of nationalism. Lastly, they sought a modernity that was not primarily 
concerned with rationality, efficiency, and ‘plain business facts’, rejecting ‘monolithic 
corporate, state, and other forms of institutionalised power’. Sentiment, spirituality, and 
the need to organise social life at a small and human scale, were all part of the ideal 
modernity desired by late nineteenth-century land radicals.
M uddled th inking> or kingdom -build ing?
I have spoken of the land radicals throughout this thesis as stridently international in 
outlook. These people considered themselves part of a utopian community spread across 
the western world, drawing on utopian fiction and on non-fictional works containing 
blueprints for the millennium. It was this sense of membership in an international 
utopianism which P J Waller has emphasised, speaking of a ‘reforming Zeitgeist’ in the 
period. The same sense of membership in an international utopian community led land 
radicals to cultivate a sense of camaraderie with other agrarian reformers, whether or not 
they shared an interest in land nationalisation or the single tax. In the early eighties, for 
example, Henry George collaborated with Michael Davitt and his fellow members of the 
Irish Land League. This was in spite of the fact that Davitt’s League supported ‘peasant 
proprietorship’ rather than the abolition of traditional property rights.2" Similarly, some 
Australian single taxers lent support to schemes for workers’ small allotments in the early 
1890s. The most notable of these schemes were George Cotton’s ‘blockers’ movement in 
South Australia, and, of course, the village settlement campaign.-1
Roy Douglas has suggested that land reform proposals were the subject of a great deal of 
muddled thinking in the 1880—90s. He cites George’s collaboration with Davitt as an 
example of this intellectual confusion. Agrarian reformers, he says, wrere frequently 
incapable of distinguishing between concepts as obviously distinct as peasant
20 Roy Douglas, hand, People and Politics: A History o f  the hand Question in the United Kingdom, 1878—1952, 
Allison & Busby, London 1976, 44.
21 On the ‘blockers’ movement, see George Witherage Cotton, ‘Small holdings o f land the mainstay of 
individual nations’, Shearers' and General haborers’ Record, 15 August 1892; Humphrey McQueen, A New 
Britannia: An Argument Concerning the Social Origins o f  Australian Radicalism and Nationalism, Penguin, 
Ringwood, 1986, 167.
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proprietorship and the nationalisation of property rights.22 I certainly agree that 
confusion about the character of land radicalism existed in this period, pardcularly within 
the mainstream press.23 However, the fact that reformers of different hues joined forces 
was not necessarily the result of an inability to distinguish between varying kinds of 
proposals. Such alliances could also be based on the belief that mutual commitment to a 
‘kingdom of righteousness’ allowed them to make common cause.
Douglas’ insistence on the muddled thinking of agrarian reformers is typical of the way 
many academics still view late nineteenth-century political movements. Upholding an 
ideological coherence to which all political actors should subscribe, they imply that any 
deviance from this ideal is the result of intellectual deficiency. As Joan Scott has pointed 
out, however, political movements develop tactically rather than logically.24 Further, 
insofar as many late nineteenth-century radical movements did develop logically, the logic 
they embraced was different to that appealed to by Roy Douglas and others. The land 
radicals’ logic was based on a concept of ‘both/and’ rather than ‘either/or’. It assumed 
that religion and rationality were compatible, and that their activities were predicated on a 
millennial spirit at work in the world. In this sense, trying to understand the land radicals’ 
world-view allows us to appreciate the historically specific nature of scholarly concepts 
grounded in a linear and dualistic rationality. In the process, it allows us to reflect on our 
own craft as historians. Too often, the utopian politics of agrarian radicals have been 
interrogated according to anachronistic notions: a Marxist-inspired dichotomy between 
the reformist and revolutionary, a belief that politics is either ‘bourgeois’ or ‘working- 
class’, either masculinist or feminist, and that the religious and the secular are discrete 
entities.
There is, of course, a vast scholarship which is not based on the sorts of simplistic 
dichotomies I’ve just referred to. The whole trend of postmodern scholarship in 
particular has been to work against such simplicity. The postmodern critique of class is 
one example of this. This critique has been conducted by a range of feminist scholars, 
Joan Scott being the most prominent among them. In Britain, it has also been conducted 
by social historians such as Gareth Stedman Jones and Patrick Joyce, both of whom are 
associated with the ‘linguistic turn’. Interestingly, though, these postmodernists have
22 Douglas, Land, People, and Politics, 46.
23 See a contemporary discussion about the public confusion over land radicalism in George Black, Land 
Nationalisation: Compensation not Confiscation, Worker, Sydney, n.d.
24 Joan W  Scott, Gender and the Politics of History, Princeton University Press, London, 1988, 61.
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often relied on a dichotomy of their own — that between ontological and discursive 
reality -  which has itself been the subject of criticism. Critics such as Kathleen Canning, 
Judith Walkowitz, and Gabrielle Spiegel have repudiated their notion that experience and 
discourse are polar endties. Arguing that a complex interrelationship exists between the 
two, they have sought to elaborate a negotiated postmodernist position. A similar desire 
has animated my discussion in this thesis.25
As the historical geographer David Harvey points out, anyone seeking political change 
will confront serious problems if relying solely on a ‘both/and’ logic. To achieve a 
workable sense of political agency, at some point one has to stop embracing possibilities 
and commit to a course of action. This is one of the problems which Howard identifies 
for postmodern politics, with its insistence of fragmentation and difference.26 It is also 
one of the key problems which I have identified in my discussion of land radicalism. The 
land radicals’ heterogeneity during the early to mid 1890s proved unsustainable. They 
tried to embrace multiple and contradictory forms of masculinity, to appeal to masculine 
subjectivities at the same time as insisting on a rhetoric of first-wave feminism, and to 
slide between class-based and populist languages. In spite of their belief in transcendence 
and synthesis, this attempt left them in a state similar to the postmodern condition which 
Harvey describes: a condition of untenable and ultimately immobilising multiplicity. This 
is perhaps another means through which land radicalism might lead us to reflect on our 
craft as historians — particularly those of us who draw on postmodern ideas. How is it 
possible to maintain a respect for difference, complexity, and multiplicity, without 
effectively collapsing beneath the weight of all that heterogeneity? Bearing in mind the 
land radicals’ example, how do we knit such heterogeneity to constructive visions of 
social and political change?
25 See my discussion in the introduction, 33-4; chapter three, 109—10, including n25; and chapter 4, 170—1.
26 David Harvey, Spaces o f  Hope, Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh, 2000, 196.
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Epilogue
The Murray Riverland region was championed by other Australians besides agrarian 
radicals at the turn of the twentieth century. In 1908, E J Brady travelled down the 
Murray in a motor-boat called the Lone Hand, looking at the “fertile flats” to either side 
of the river and imagining them as the home of hundreds of thousands (if not millions) 
of people. Some day, he later wrote, “those endless plains [will]... echo the paeans of 
labour and industry”. In speeches to local communities at the time, Brady further touted 
this “golden vision of the future”. “I have lived on the coast lands and driven from 
Parramatta to Townsville, and can claim to know Eastern Australia well”, he said in a 
speech at Renmark, “and it has come to me as a revelation that the Riverina is the true 
heart of Australia”. At the same time, he also claimed to have been won over by the 
cause of irrigation. “[I am now] an enthusiastic advocate of irrigation”, he continued, 
“convinced ... that the control of the river system should be a Federal matter”.1 2
For Brady, the idea of the Riverland as the ‘true heart of Australia’ was linked to the 
possibility that a huge population might be created through irrigation in the interior. 
With this, he thought, would come an unlimited potential for economic development on 
a national and international scale." Similar beliefs were nurtured by many nationalist 
boosters in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. In the early 1890s, some 
Sydney-based politicians nurtured hopes that intensive cultivation of the land could 
create “a dozen Milduras in different parts of New South Wales”. After federation, the 
South Australian politician David Gordon was even more optimistic. With irrigation, he 
argued, the great tracts of Australia currently unsuited to cultivation would become a 
thing of the past. All of the country would instead come to resemble the Riverland. Only 
harness the rivers, Gordon declared, and “our Milduras and Renmarks can be multiplied 
indefinitely”.3
The men who spruiked the possibility of unlimited Milduras and Renmarks were very 
much at home in the early twentieth century. The imagination of Australia as a utopia of
1 Brady’s trip was sponsored by the nationalist and super-booster journal, the hone Hand; hence the name 
o f his boat. E J Brady, River hovers, George Robertson, Melbourne, 1911, 155, 35; E J Brady, cited in 
Renmark Pioneer, 1 May 1908, 4.
2 See E J Brady, Australia Unlimited, George Robertson, Melbourne, 1918.
3 Dr Cullen in New South Wales Parliamentary Debates, Legislative Assembly, vol 66, 1893, 8099; David 
Gordon, Conquering the Desert. Conservation —  Reclamation —  hrigation. A National Policy f o r  Pivgressive People, 
W K  Thomas, Adelaide, 1907, 6.
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limitless entrepreneurial opportunity was a distinctive feature of this period. This 
imagination was often allied to the ‘yeoman rhetoric’ voiced by nineteenth century 
agrarians. The early twentieth-century boosters frequently suggested that irrigation would 
lead to the creation of independent farms and prosperity in Australia. Like the Taylors in 
their journal Building, they also spoke of the social stability and economic benefits that 
would come from improving the lives of farmers and their families.
In spite of these agrarian resonances, the boosters’ utopianism was significantly different 
from that of the popular and radical agrarians discussed throughout this thesis. The ideal 
Australia imagined by agrarian idealists of the 1880-90s was one in which an equitable 
distribution of wealth took precedence over material prosperity and economic 
development. “So long as absolute private property... is sanctioned by law”, the land 
radicals argued, “the inequality of the distribution of wealth must continue to increase. 
This may make a splendid, but it will not make a happy country”.4
For the land radicals, the ideal Australian future was not represented by Mildura 
Unlimited. Rather, it was represented by a town of judicious size, in close proximity to 
the country, and large enough to sustain a vibrant social and cultural life. A range of 
endeavours and occupations were supported by this ideal centre — intensive horticulture 
and agriculture on its boundaries, small business and workshops aplenty, some of which 
were cooperative and some individualistic in nature. Within this community, it would be 
recognised that the most valuable things in life resisted being reduced to a monetary 
value, and to issues of national or individual prestige. What was important instead were 
happiness, equity, religiosity, and the land itself — beliefs that are still worth 
remembering.
4 South Australian Land Nationalization Society, The Accumulation o f  Wealth, Adelaide, 1884, 3.
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